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Abstract
Modern Islamic Motif Design
Developing New Arabesque Motifs by Mixing Styles
Shuruq Nahhas

“Modern Islamic Motif Design: Developing New Arabesque Motifs by Mixing Styles” focuses on developing
modern arabesque motifs that are based on the method of mixing styles. This method is based on mixing
the most representational characteristics of two styles from different period of time: modern and historical
Islamic styles. The achievement will look modern and Islamic at the same time without losing the elements
of the old style. The purpose of this research is to revive historical Islamic motifs and adding a contemporary
look to them by keeping the Islamic look, which could be used perfectly in many fields of design including
graphic design.
The final application is a guidebook that includes the timeline history of Islamic motifs, analysis of the
timeline and its concept, descriptions of each part in the timeline, the method of mixing styles, as well
as the stages of developing the new motifs, and patterns that are developed from the new motifs. This
book has more than one purpose. It is a history source, inspiration source, and a pattern design source.
The audience of this book is designers and non-designers who are interested in motif and pattern design.
In the end, experiments have been done with the new motifs to test them in a variety of design fields
such as graphic design, interior design, industrial design, jewelry, wallpaper, glass, and textile.

Key Words: Modern Style, Islamic Style, Islamic Art, Islamic Motif, Motif Design, Mixing Styles, Islamic
Motif History, Pattern Design.
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1.1 Situation Analysis
A motif is a visual element that can be seen alone or repeated in patterns. It has its own significance and
story throughout art history. Motifs have been seen in many cultures in a variety of forms, styles, and
systems that were influenced by people’s beliefs, customs, and traditions. Islamic motif first appeared after
the birth of Islam in the 7th century during the Ummayed Empire.
Islamic motif design has changed a lot during the time of Islamic empires that have ruled many countries
around the world, including Turkey, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Middle East, Italy, and others. It also has been
influenced by other cultures surrounding Islamic countries including Roman, Byzantine, Early Christian,
Chinese, and others. It’s not just that these cultures were nearby, but that there was intercultural exchange
between Islamic countries and other cultures.
Each Islamic empire developed its own motifs, styles, and techniques in a variety of kinds and beautiful
combinations that created patterns, which can cover any surface without having an end. During these
periods. Muslim artists used all their efforts to create elegant, unique, beautiful, and complex designs
that were inspired from their culture or nature that they lived in. Islamic motifs also were created and
characterized based on strict rules of the Islamic religion.
There are many kinds of Islamic motifs that were developed during the time of Islamic empires. However,
two kinds were commonly seen in a variety of combinations, styles, and forms. These are Arabesques and
Geometric motifs. Sometimes they have been repeated either alone or in combination to create patterns that
cover different surfaces such as mosques, manuscripts, rugs, furniture, crafts, woods, jewelry, textiles, and
others. However, the use of the Arabesque in graphic design is not as strong as other design fields. Arabesque
has many details, which makes it difficult to combine with contemporary graphic design. For that reason this
form of Islamic motifs has to be simplified to work perfectly with simple and modern designs.
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From this point, the idea of this thesis was developed, which is creating new modern Arabesque motifs
that are inspired from the historical ones to be used on several modern applications. The goal is to revive
the great Islamic motif history and create forms that will be more contemporary.
The new motifs will be created based on the method of mixing modern and Islamic styles. This method
will be focused on mixing the characteristics of Islamic and modern styles to develop a new style that has
represents both styles without losing the most representational characteristics of each. This method has
been used often in interior and furniture design but not in motif design.
This thesis will focus on one kind of Islamic motif, which is Arabesque. The reason I have selected this is
because Arabesque has very complex and detailed form and is not commonly used in graphic design in
a modern and new way.
In the end, the final application will be a guidebook that includes the timeline of Islamic motif history,
as well as the method of mixing styles, new motifs and patterns in a variety of colors and grid systems.
Also, some experiments will be done with new motifs in many design fields, such as graphic design,
interior design, industrial design, jewelry, glass, and textile.

1.2 Thesis Statement
Can mixing two different styles from different periods of time, such as historical Islamic and modern
styles develop a new style that has the characteristics of both styles?

1.3 Target Audience
The target audience will be designers who are interested in motif design and non-designers who are
interested in using motifs and patterns in their decoration, furniture, textiles, and other surfaces.
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2.1 Review of Literature
●

Motif History
The Language of Ornament
James Trilling; The Language of Ornament
New York; Thames & Hudson, 2001
The history of ornament from the Paleolithic age until the present were included in this book. The book
also discussed a variety of styles, systems, techniques, shapes, and colors of motif design. It also covers the
development, changes, and impact of other cultures that affect motif design in these ages. In addition to
motifs, pattern types and characteristics in many cultures were part of this book. This is a great source to
learn about the history and characteristics of motifs throughout many time periods.
The World of Ornament
David Batterham (Author), Auguste Racinet (Illustrator); The World of Ornament
Taschen; November 30, 2012
Collections of the most elegant and beautiful motifs and patterns and the use of motifs and patterns in
a variety of design areas, such as, jewelry, tiles, stained glass, illuminated manuscripts, textiles, and ceramics
were the core of this book. Also, motifs were presented in detail from many places and time periods, including
classical Egyptian, Greek, Roman, Etruscan, Asian and the Middle East. This is a beneficial source to
understand motifs and patterns from many centuries ago, as well as many places, and cultures.
The Sense of Order
E.H. Gombrich; The Sense of Order: A Study in the Psychology of Decorative Art
Ithaca, NY; Cornell University Press, 1979
The psychology and meanings of motifs and symbols in several time periods were presented in this book. This
source also presents the use of motifs and patterns in many design fields. The benefits of reading this book are
learning about the history and meanings of motif and forms in other cultures. It also includes aspects about
patterns and what make them perfect for various applications.
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Some Hints on Pattern Designing
William Morris; Some Hints on Pattern Designing
London; Longmans & co. 1899
Some basics about pattern design and what makes it relevant were the focus point of this book. William
talks about some rules and structures in pattern; if the designers follow them, it will lead them to good
results. The book is an inspirational source to get ideas about the different method of creating and
understanding patterns.
Signs, Symbols and Ornaments
Rene Smeets; Signs, Symbols and Ornaments
New York, Toronto, London; Van Nostrand Reinhold Company
A number of ornaments and motifs from many centuries throughout art history were presented. The source
also shows the explanation and analysis of different styles and forms to understand the meanings. This is
a great source to explore motifs and patterns in many cultures.

● Islamic Art
Islamic Art and Visual Culture
D. Fairchild Ruggles; Islamic Art and Visual Culture : An Anthology of Sources
Malden, MA; Wiley-Blackwell, 2011
Introductory essays that provide the history of Islamic art and visual culture in many Islamic countries
were the main focus. Also, examples from different common design fields in Islamic countries, including
Arabic calligraphy and scribes, painting, crafts, textiles, ceramics, glass, and others were presented. This book
is an important source to clearly understand the history of Islamic art, the use of motifs in many Islamic
periods, and the development of Islamic motifs through these periods.
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Islamic Art and Architecture
Robert Hillenbrand; Islamic Art and Architecture
London; Thames and Hudson, 1999
One thousand years of history from many Islamic countries were covered in this book. Also included works
are from Persian paintings in the fifteenth century to the ceramic tradition of Ottoman empire. Included
in this source, were maps, timelines, and many areas of Islamic arts such as architecture, calligraphy, book
illumination, painting, ceramics, textiles, and metalwork. It is a useful source to clarify Islamic art history
and the use of motifs in architecture during many periods of Islamic history.
Islamic Patterns: An Analytical and Cosmological Approach
Keith Critchlow; Islamic Patterns: An Analytical and Cosmological Approach
London; Thames and Hudson, 1976
Islamic Geometric Patterns
Eric Broug; Islamic Geometric Patterns
New York, NY; Thames and Hudson, 2008
The system of Islamic patterns and the meanings of each line and shape that were used were presented and
analyzed in these books. Also, the laws of using these shapes instead of living things were described. These
books are very helpful to analyze Islamic patterns and understand their grid systems.
Arabic Art in Color
Prisse d’Avennes; Arabic Art in Color
New York; Dover Publications, 1978
Islamic Design
Doverpictura; Islamic Design
Mineola, NY; Dover Publications, Inc.2004
These two sources clarified a variety of ornaments from many Islamic cities with a variety of colors and
shapes. They are a great source to extract information and learn about Islamic design.
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And Diverse Are Their Hues: Color in Islamic Art and Culture
Edited by Blair, Sheila and Bloom, Jonathan; And Diverse Are Their Hues: Color in Islamic Art and Culture
New Haven; London. Yale University Press, c2011.
That book starts with a phrase from the Quran (the holy book), which is “And diverse are their hues”. That
phrase describes the colors variation of god’s creation. The use of colors is important and significant in
Islamic art and architecture. Each Islamic empire developed its own color that was commonly used in its arts
and architecture. Each of these colors has a specific meaning and reasons for using them. Clear distributions
and analysis about the use of colors in Islamic empires starting from early Islamic period in the 7th century
until the modern time and from Central Asia to Spain and beyond are mentioned. All these descriptions have
been provided with a variety of images and examples about many surfaces including carpets, ceramic tiles,
manuscripts, buildings, and books covers. This is a great source to clearly understand the use of colors in
Islamic art and architecture.
www.patterninislamicart.com
October, 2012
The history of Islamic Art in different Islamic countries, and the development of it were described clearly in
this website. Examples of Islamic patterns, such as Geometric and Arabesque were analyzed in detail. It is
very useful to know about the grid systems and techniques that were used in Islamic art. Also, it is a source
for discovering a huge number of Islamic motifs and patterns throughout Islamic art history. Most of the
information and images in the research part will be extracted from this website.
www.catnaps.org
www.metmuseum.org
October, 2012
History and types of Islamic motifs and patterns were described in detail in these two websites. Also, the
characteristics and definitions of each type were provided with images from several Islamic periods. These
two websites are the main sources that will be used in this thesis to learn and clearly understand the
development of Islamic art.
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● Modern Style
Twentieth Century Pattern Design
Lesley Jackson; 20th Century Pattern Design: Textile & Wallpaper Pioneers
New York, NY; Princeton Architectural Press, 2002; 1st ed
Pattern Design Applications and Variations
Lou Andrea Savoir; Pattern Design: Applications & Variations
Gloucester, Mass; Rockport, Hove: RotoVision, 2007
Pattern & Palette Source book 2
Heidi Arrizabalaga; Pattern + Palette Sourcebook 2: A Complete Guide to Choosing the Perfect Color
and Pattern in Design.
Gloucester, Mass; Rockport Publishers, 2007
Pattern & Palette Source book 4
Kathie Alexandar and Harvey Rayner; Pattern + Palette Sourcebook 4: A Comprehensive Guide to Choosing
the Perfect Color and Pattern in Design.
Beverly, Mass; Rockport Publishers, 2010
These books present modern patterns of the 20th and 21st centuries, their history, colors, systems, and
it use. A variety of patterns with many colors schemes were inspired from different cultures to show the
movement from the traditional to the contemporary style. The books include unusual, unique, and luxury
patterns that could be used on many surfaces. They are useful to clearly understand the features, systems,
pattern types, and colors of modern styles.
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● Graphic Design in the Arab world
Arabic for Designers
Mourad Boutros; Arabic for Designers
West New York, NJ; Mark Batty; Enfield: Publishers Group Worldwide, 2006
Over 200 illustrations from different parts of the Arab world were included in this book. The source also
describes how to work with Arabic as a design tool. This is a knowledgeable source that shows the use of
Arabic culture as an inspiration in graphic design.
Arabesque: Graphic Design from the Arab World and Persia
Ben Wittner, Sascha Thomas, and Nicolas Bourquin; Arabesque: Graphic Design from the Arab World and Persia.
Berlin; Die Gestalten Verlag, 2008; first edition.
Berlin; Gestalten, 2011; second edition.
These books include the recent innovative works for young designers who have used their cultures to inspire
their work, but with a modern look. These designers combined international and modern styles with their
traditions. Typography in the Middle East was also part of these books. These are sources to inspire the use
of Islamic motifs in graphic design.

● Color Schemes
Color Inspirations
Darius A. Monsef; Color Inspirations
Cincinnati, Ohio, How Books, 2011
More than 3000 innovative color schemes from the colourlovers.com community were introduced in this
book. It is a great source of color inspirations. It will be used to color the patterns that will be created from
the seven new motifs.
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2.2 Islamic Art
In order to be informed about Islamic motifs, it is important to understand their history and development
throughout the many Islamic dynasties around the world. This section presents briefly and clearly the history
of Islamic motifs and how they were changed and developed. Also it shows the impact of each empire on the
development of motif design depending on the tradition of each country.

2.2.1 History
Islamic art is a visual art that was produced beginning in the seventh century during the time of the caliphate.
This art is unique because of its combinations and variations in creating new motifs, and filling the spaces
in a very organized system that is based on strict Islamic rules. It was created by the people who lived in the
countries that were under Islamic rule, and it was also influenced by the art of other cultures such as Roman,
Early Christian, Byzantine, Chinese, and Persian.
There are many periods of Islamic art such as Ummayad, Abbasid, Fatimid, Ilkhanid, etc. Each period had
its own style and techniques, but those styles all followed the same rules of Islamic religion. For instance,
in some of the Islamic motifs, Muslim artists indicate that there is one god or the pillars of Islam through
the numbers of the lines in most of the geometric motifs.
Also, there are specific meanings for characteristics of Islamic motifs and patterns including symmetry,
complicity, unity, proportion, and others. The Muslim artists in these periods used three kinds of motifs vegetal, geometric, and representational - as a foundation to create patterns.
The following are descriptions of eleven Islamic empires that are the focus of this thesis. In fact, Islamic
empires are more than eleven, but these eleven empires were the most enormous and powerful empires that
played an important role in the Islamic arts, including Umayyads, Abbasids, Fatimids, Seljuks, Mamluks,
Nasrids, Ilkhanids, Ottomans, Timurids, Mughals, and Safavids.
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Ummayad Empire
This dynasty started in the 6th century and lasted until the 10th century, and ruled from Damascus, Syria,
which was the capital city of this empire. Then it spread to other places including Iraq, Egypt, and Spain.
In this period we saw the first appearance of Islamic motifs, but they were quite primitive. At this time the
artists used vegetal motifs mixed with animals and human figures to decorate many surfaces such as metals,
textiles and other crafts whereas only the geometric and vegetal motifs were used to decorate mosques.
These images present some examples of the Islamic motifs of this period:

Vessel, 7th century, Syria.
This piece is decorated horizontally with a stylized
plant and birds.

Woven Tapestry Fragment, mid 8th century,
Iran, Iraq, or Egypt.
This wool piece contains floral motifs.

Plaque, 10th – 11th century, Spain.
This piece is decorated with complicated motifs
and detailed figures.
Pyxis, 10th century, Spain, made in Andalusia.
This piece is decorated with animal figures mixed
with floral motifs.
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Abbasid Empire
This dynasty started in the 7th century and lasted until the 13th century and ruled many areas of Iraq
including Baghdad and Samarra, which were the capital cities during this period. During this time,
a distinctive and new style and technique was developed. The style used abstract geometric and vegetal
motifs to fill different surfaces with a variety of colors. Also, a beveled style for carving and luster painting
over a white glaze were developed in that period. Later this new style was spread throughout many Islamic
countries and influenced future Islamic art and architecture. Vegetal motifs were widely used for decoration,
including an wood, metal, pottery, and architecture. The techniques of this period was spread to other Islamic
countries including Egypt, Syria, Iran, and Spain. Also, the western world was influenced by the style of this
period in ceramic decorations. These images present some examples of the Islamic motifs of this period:

Raqqa, late 8th century, Samarra.
This piece is carved with vegetal motifs and
presents the decorative language of Samarra.

Pair of Doors, 9th century, Samarra.
This wood piece is carved with a symmetrical
and abstract floral motif.
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Fatimid Empire
This dynasty started in the 10th century and lasted until the 12th century and ruled Cairo, Egypt. There was
a renaissance of decorative motifs during this period, which made Cairo the most important cultural center
in the Islamic world. The artists of this period created new motifs and figural forms including stylized human
and animals. They also maintained the abstract quality of the traditional vegetal and geometric motifs, but
still gave them their own style and technique. The technique of this period was precise. The same technique
of luster painting was also used during this period. The artists decorated many surfaces, such as pottery, glass,
metalwork, rock crystal, woodcarving, textile, and architecture. These images present some examples of
Islamic motifs of this period:

Pendant, 11th century, Cairo, Egypt.
This gold piece is decorated with motifs and figures.
Panel, 11th century, Cairo, Egypt.
This wood piece is carved with floral motifs and
horse heads.
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Seljuk Empire
This dynasty started in the 11th century and lasted until the 13th century and ruled all parts of Iran and most
of Anatolia, or Turkey. This period is one of the most creative periods of Islamic art. The motifs of this period
were the most inventive in medieval Islamic art. The artists used a variety of colors and forms with a unique
look to decorate manuscripts, the Holy Quran, and various other books. They also decorated some scripts by
using Arabic calligraphy with human and animal figures. These images present some examples of the Islamic
motifs of this period:

Tile Panel with Sphinx, 12th century, Turkey.
This stone piece is painted and gilded with small
motifs and shapes to create a hexagon.

Dish, 13th century, Kashan.
This stone piece is painted with some floral motifs
and figures that depicts a wedding procession.

Bowl, 13th century, Iran.
This stone piece is painted and gilded with motifs
and portrait of prince on horseback.

Leaf from a Quran Manuscript, 11th century,
Iran. This paper piece is decorated with floral and
geometric motifs without any figures, and colored
with gold ink.
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Mamluk Empire
This dynasty started in the 12th century and lasted until the 15th century, and ruled Mecca and Medina,
which are the holy cities of Islam. In addition to the holy cities, it ruled various other countries including
Egypt and Syria. Cairo, Egypt was the capital of Mamluk Empire, and the artistic center of the Arab Islamic
world. This empire was the greatest Islamic empire of the later middle Ages. The Mamluk empire is divided
into two periods: the Bahri Mamluks and Burji Mamluks. Each of these periods had its own art and
architecture. The artists of this period developed new techniques; those were influenced by different parts
of Islamic world. The motifs of this period is bold, complex, and geometry. They decorated many surfaces
including glass, metalwork, woodwork, carpets, textiles, and architecture. The style of this period continued
to inspire the Ottoman and various other empires. These images present some examples of the Islamic
motifs of this period:

Carpet, 15th century, Egypt.
This wool piece is decorated with vegetal and
geometric motifs.

Pair of Minbar Doors, 13th century, Cairo, Egypt.
This wood piece is carved with polygons.
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Dado Panel, early 15th century, Egypt.
This piece is decorated with geometric patterns
based on five and ten pointed stars.

Box with a Lid, 15th century, Syria.
This piece contains vegetal and geometric motifs.
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Nasrid Empire
This dynasty started in the 12th century and lasted until the 14th century, and ruled Morocco. The art of this
period grew from Almohad traditions. The technique of luster was transferred from Iraq and used during this
period. The artists combined of different Islamic motifs, including linear geometric, abstract vegetal, and Arabic
calligraphy. They used new motifs to decorate many surfaces, such as textiles, carpets, metal, crafts, and
architecture. The motifs of this period were very detailed and intricate. These images present some examples
of the Islamic motifs of this period:

Textile Fragment, 14th century, Spain.
This silk piece is waved with calligraphy and
geometric motifs in many colors.

Carpet, 15th century, Spain.
This wool piece is decorated with colored patterns
of stars and octagons.

Ilkhanid Empire
This dynasty started in the 13th century and lasted until the 14th century. It ruled west Asia, including Iraq,
Iran, and Khorasan, but its power was centered in northwest Iran. The artists had created new motifs and
ideas that were emulated from Anatolia to India. The style of this period was created from three traditions:
Chinese, Iranian and Islamic. For this reason, the style was remarkably unique. The artists used some
elements that were taken from the Chinese motifs including dragon and lotus flowers. They decorated
textiles, pottery, metalwork, jewelry, manuscripts, books, and mosques. Furthermore the illuminated and
illustrated books became the major arts at this time.
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These images present some examples of Islamic motifs of this period:

Mihrab, 12th – 13th century, Isfahan, Iran.
This piece contains some phrases from the Quran,
decorated with geometric and vegetal motifs.

Basin, early 14th century, Western Iran.
This gold and silver piece is decorated with
geometric and vegetal motifs in a complex design.

Ottoman Empire
This dynasty started in the 13th century and lasted until the 19th century, and ruled Istanbul, Turkey.
This period was the greatest and the most powerful period in Islamic art. The influence of this period was
international. The artists traveled from Iran to India to China, and various other countries, and brought with
them different styles of motifs, which later developed into a new and distinctive style. Floral and vegetal
motifs were very freely used at this time, and they were used to decorate books, crafts, ceramics, carpets,
textiles, paintings, and mosques. Artists used a style that was a mixture of grace and strength, and was
based on the unwritten rules of Islamic ornamentation. Their motifs have some unique features including
dependence on contrasts, disparities of scale, and the dramatic boldness. These images present some
examples of the Islamic motifs of this period:

Tile, 15th century, Bursa, Turkey.
This piece is decorated with vegetal motifs.

“Star Ushak” Carpet, 15th century, Turkey.
This wool piece is decorated with symmetrical
vegetal and geometric motifs.
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Mirror, 16th century, Bursa, Istanbul, Turkey.
This piece is decorated with gold arabesque motifs
that revolve from six pointed star placed in the
center of the mirror.

Portrait of Sultan Ahmet, 17th century, Turkey.
This paper piece is painted with watercolor and
gold. The focus of this painting is human figure
that decorated with vegetal motifs.
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Prayer Carpet, 16th century, Bursa, Turkey.
This silk piece is woven in wool and cotton with
arabesque motifs.

Hizb of An-Nawawi, 17th century, Turkey.
This paper piece is colored with gold ink and
watercolor, and decorated with complicated
vegetal motifs.
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Timurid Empire
This dynasty started in the 13th century and lasted until the 15th century, and ruled many cities in countries
such as Iraq, Iran, Central Asia, India, and parts of southern Russia. This period was one of the most brilliant
periods of Islamic art. The artists were influenced by the Persian culture, but they created their own style and
motifs to decorate many surfaces. Also, the art of this period was considered as a luxury art, because it often
contained gold accents. These images present some examples of the Islamic motifs of this period:

Architectural Tile, 14th century, Uzbekistan.
This ceramic piece is carved with calligraphy that
is decorated with vegetal motifs.

Tile, 14th century, Samarqand, Uzbekistan.
This ceramic piece is carved with repeated vegetal
motifs within geometric grid.

Quran of Ibrahim Sultan, 14th century, Iran.
This piece is painted with color and gold inks,
and decorated with vegetal and geometric motifs.

Bowl, 15th century, Tabriz, Iran.
This stoneware piece is painted in black under
turquoise vegetal motifs.
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Safavid Empire
This dynasty started in the 15th century and lasted until the 18th century, and ruled all of Iran. It became
the second biggest empire in the Islamic world after the Ottoman Empire. The artists produced a distinctive
style of imagery and motifs. The use of figures was uncommon in this period. Unlike other Islamic periods,
the artists focused on the use of vegetal motifs to embellish the surfaces. They decorated many surfaces
including carpets, textiles, books, paintings, manuscripts, and architecture. These images present some
examples of the Islamic motifs of this period:

Velvet Fragment, 16th century, Iran.
This silk piece is knotted with asymmetrical
vegetal motifs and human figures.

The Emperor’s Carpet, 16th century, Iran.
This silk piece is decorated with floral motifs,
scrolls, and arabesque motifs with animal figures.

Binding from a Manuscript, after 16th century,
Isfahan, Iran.
This piece is the most common kind of Safavid
binding. It is stamped leather on paper, and
decorated by mixing Chinese and Arabic designs.
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Mughal Empire
This dynasty started in the 15th century and lasted until the 17th century, and ruled India. It became the
third biggest empire in the Islamic world. Unlike other Islamic periods, the artists of this period preferred
a single work on an image to multiple. Furthermore, they incorporated foreign styles and themes into
their work, but they re-shaped them according to the unwritten rules of Islamic art. Most of their motifs
were geometric and floral. They also used naturalistic animal images mixed with motifs to decorate many
surfaces, but only floral and geometric motifs to decorate mosques. These images present some examples
of the Islamic motifs of this period:

Inkpot of Emperor Jahangir, 16th century, India.
This piece is decorated horizontally with floral motifs.
Jali Screen, 16th century, India.
This piece is carved with geometric patterns.

Carpet, late 16th – early 17th century, Pakistan.
This wool piece is knotted asymmetrically with
realistic floral motifs, and animal figures without
an outline.
Footed Bowl and Plate, 18th century, India.
This glass piece is decorated with floral motifs
and colored with gold, silver, and black.
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2.2.2 Types of Islamic Motifs
There are two main types of Islamic motifs; they can be seen alone or combined with each other.
● Representational motifs
This type represents living things including animals and humans. It includes figural motifs.
● Non- representational motifs
This type represents nature or non-living things, and it is the most frequently used type of Islamic motif.
It includes geometric patterns, arabesque, and calligraphy.

Representational Motifs
● Figural motifs
These were used widely in the early Islamic empires including the Umayyad, Fatimid, Seljuk, and Mughal
empires. However, figural motifs were prohibited in some of the empires depending on the ruler’s beliefs,
including the Ottoman empire. This type has never been used to adorn the Quran, Mosques, or holy
places, but it has been seen on some carpets, textiles, crafts, jewelry, and other objects. This type presented
animal and human figures in a stylized and lively way. The following are examples of figural motifs in
different Islamic periods:

Carved Panel, Fatimid period, Egypt, 11th century.
This piece was carved deeply with detailed horse
heads combined with arabesques motifs.
This technique of carving was established in
the Fatimid period.
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Textile Fragment, Umayyad period, Spain,
first half of 12th century.
This silk piece was woven with gold thread and
decorated with a combination of vegetal motifs
and figures of animals and people.
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Velvet Fragment, Safavid period, Iran, 16th century,
This piece was woven with silk and metal thread
and decorated with all three kinds of Islamic motifs
including figural, geometric, and Arabesques.

Non-representational Motifs
● Geometric motifs
Geometric motifs were created by using circles and lines, and then these lines were connected to create the
actual motifs, relying on intuition rather than math or theory. The construction of most geometric shapes was
based on Islamic rules of behavior, including the number of points in the circle or the number of sides in the
stars or polygons. The important features for this kind of Islamic motif include harmony, balance, symmetry,
richness, and intricacy. Sometimes this type of motif appeared in combination with other types such as
Arabesque and calligraphy. This type was very commonly used for decoration in most Islamic empires. It was
used to decorate mosques, the Holy Quran, manuscripts, tiles, lamps, textiles, and other surfaces.
The following are examples of Islamic geometric motifs and patterns:

Tile Panel with Sphinx, Seljuq period, Turkey,
late 12th century.
This piece is painted and gilded stone. It was
decorated with a mixture of geometric, vegetal,
and figural motifs.
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Gold and Silver Basin, Ilkhanid period, Iran,
early 11th century.
This piece was engraved with geometric and
vegetal motifs in a very complex and intricate way.
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Star Ushak Carpet, Ottoman period, Turkey, late
15th century.
This wool piece was symmetrically knotted with
a star motif as a primary element that was integrated
with floral motif as a secondary element.
● Arabesque motifs
Arabesque means “in the Arab fashion” in French. This type of motif was also known as vine-scroll, and vegetal.
It has the longest history in Islamic art compared with other types of Islamic motifs. It was inspired by the
style that was used in Spain and North Africa to Central Asia. Also it was the most commonly used in Islamic
art and architecture, and it was used largely in the Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal empires. It has been used to
decorate buildings, manuscripts, textiles, and other surfaces since its appearance. This type was characterized
by complexity, detail, delicacy, richness, heaviness and was sometimes abstract, and other times naturalistic.
The following are examples of Arabesque motifs:

Stone Tile, Ottoman period, Turkey, 15th century.
This piece is a stone that was carved with repeated
vegetal motifs.
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Two Gold Beads, Fatimid period, Syria,
11th century.
These two pieces were decorated with vegetal
motifs in a very delicate way.
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A Page from the Quran, Ilkhanid period, Baghdad,
12th-13th centuries.
This piece of paper was inked and colored with
watercolor and gold. It was decorated with all
three kinds of non-representational motifs,
including calligraphic, geometric, and arabesque.
● Calligraphic motifs
This motif shows words or phrases from the Holy Quran or poetry in a decorative style. It was seen in different
Islamic periods in many shapes. It also has been seen mixed with other types of Islamic non-representational
motifs with a dynamic rhythm. This type was widely used to decorate buildings especially mosques, and Quran
pages. The following are images of calligraphy motifs:

Architectural Tile, Timurid period, 13th-15th
centuries.
This piece was carved with a combination of Arabic
Kufic script and vegetal scrolls (Arabesques).
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Mosque Lamp, Mamluk period ,12th-15th
centuries.
This piece was decorated with Arabic script and
vegetal motifs in different levels.
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Stonework, late 16th- early 17th centuries, India.
This piece was carved with a combination of Arabic
script, Arabesques, and geometric motifs in
a circular shape.

2.2.3 Patterns in Islamic Art
For hundreds of years, Islamic patterns have been commonly used to adorn many surfaces, such as buildings,
manuscripts, objects, and textiles, throughout all the Islamic periods. Islamic patterns have created by
repeating a single motif in a way that can cover the entire surface without having a start or an end, so it can
be continued to infinity in any direction. Geometric and arabesque motifs were the majority of the kinds
of Islamic motifs to create the patterns in an intricate composition that was based on a very organized
grid system. Islamic patterns can be created by repeating one kind of motif or more than one kind like
geometric and arabesque on one surface. The following are images from different Islamic periods that
show clearly Islamic patterns:

Royal Mosque, Safavid empire, Isfahan, Iran.
These are ceramic tiles, adorned with Arabesque
motifs that are integrated to create the patterns.
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Suleymaniye Mosque, Ottoman empire, Turkey.
This image presents very complex patterns that
were created by repeating the geometric motifs.

| 28

2.2.4 Principles of Islamic Patterns
Many principles can be seen in Islamic patterns that reflect some meanings in Islam:
● Repetition is considered as the essential principle of Islamic patterns. Islamic motifs may be repeated in
the same size or may combine different sizes to create a variation. This characteristic indicates that Islam is
a widely followed religion, and it also represents the unchanged laws of god.
● Symmetry is an important principle of Islamic patterns. It reflects balance, proprieties, and harmony in
Islamic patterns. It also has been seen in four methods, which show in the following image:

1

2

3

1

Rotation

3

Reflection

2

Translation

4

Glide reflection

4

● Unity is a common principle of Islamic patterns that means Islamic motifs were designed in a way that
may be connected together in a very beautiful combination, especially in some geometric motifs. Also Islamic
motifs can be used as a unit by itself without losing the balance and proportion. This principle reflects
Al-tawhid in the Islamic religion, which means all Muslims believes that “There is no divinity other than god.”
This phrase indicate that there is only one and unified god. The following are images from different Islamic
periods that show clearly the principles of Islamic patterns:

Alhambra, Nasrid empire, Spain.
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Sultan Barquq Mosque‑Madrasa, Mamluk
empire, Cairo, Egypt.
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2.2.5 Colors of Islamic Art
Most of the colors that have inspired Muslim artists have come from nature or are mentioned in the Quran
including white, black, red, green, and yellow. Some of those colors are the color of paradise and they have
some meanings in the Islamic empires. Some Islamic empires have been recognized with its own colors,
that means these colors have been used widely by the artists who live there. For instance white is the color
of Umayyad Empire, Black is the color of Abbasid Empire. Green is the color of Fatimid Empire. Red is
the color of Nasrid Empire. The following are the color systems that have been recognized through many
Islamic periods:
• Three color systems: including black (spirit), white (soul), and sandalwood or brown (body). This system
can be determined geometrically as a triangle. As the following image:

Black

White

Sandalwood

• Four color systems: including red (fire / heat), yellow (air / dryness), green (humidity / earth), and blue or
turquoise (water / cold). This system can be determined geometrically as a square.
• Five color systems, which have been recognized in the early seventh century. This system includes white
(light), black (dark), red, yellow, and green.
• Seven color systems based on the Egyptian system. It also indicates to the seven heavenly bodies. It includes
Black (Saturn), sandalwood or brown(Jupiter), red (Mars), yellow or gold (Sun), white (Venus), blue
(Mercury), and green (Moon).
Furthermore, some of these colors indicate meanings in the Islamic religion, such as the following:
Green is a color of paradise and is sacred in Islam. It is used often for the Quran binding. It also symbolizes
the religion itself, life and nature. It is a color that reflects peace, calmness, and tranquility.
White is a color that is mentioned in the Quran and symbolizes purity and peace.
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Blue is commonly used to color the most famous mosques in the Islamic world, including mosques in
Afghanistan, Malaysia, Egypt, and Turkey.
Black is the color of Kaaba, which is the center of Islam.
Red is a color that indicates the Muslim nations.
Gold is the most used color in Islamic art; it has been used on almost all surfaces. It is a natural color that
is mentioned on the Quran. It is a color of paradise, and it is also a luxurious color.
The following are images from different Islamic periods that show the use of colors in Islamic art:

Suleymaniye Mosque, Ottoman empire, Turkey.

Royal Mosque, Safavid empire, Isfahan, Iran.

2.2.6 Characteristics of Islamic Style
In The Language of Ornament book, James Trilling characterizes Islamic style as follows “ A preference for
stylization (often extreme) over naturalism, small forms over large, symmetry over asymmetry, grace over
strength, predictability over spontaneity, and hypotactic patterns over all other types.”
“God likes when you do anything, if you do it excellently” Hadith. The following are the main characteristics
that have been recognized in the Islamic style through out Islamic periods:
● Complex: Muslim artists were very creative by filling in the whole space with very detailed, integrated, and
connected motifs and patterns.
● Symmetry: this is considered as an essential characteristic in Islamic art. It also makes the design organized,
balanced, and consistent.
● Delicate: Muslim artists took the challenge and created unique art unlike any others, without any alien lines
or shapes. Every line in the patterns and motifs was perfectly drawn, carved, or woven.
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● Abstract and Semi-naturalistic: From Islamic point of view “Islamic Art is not the imitation and
description of nature, the work of man will never equal the art of God.” Muslim artists believe that god
has all of the creative power, so the motifs and patterns were inspired by nature but never match it.
● Beauty and Graceful: “God is beautiful and loves beauty.” It is really important that the patterns and
motifs should be beautiful, elegant, and unique in their detailed and integrated design. In Islamic art
beauty is represented by colors and forms.
● Heavy, Bold and Strong: Islamic art is very rich with details, forms, and lines. Most of the Islamic motifs
have some thickness that was added to their forms without losing the balance or proportion.
● Regular and Rhythmic: Each motif is arranged into the patterns based on an organized grid system,
which makes the eye moves from shape to another with keeping the patterns consistent and strong.

2.3 Modern Style
In this research modern style was intended to be the style from 20th century until today. The characteristics
of the modern style was defined from many design fields including interior, furniture, architecture, and
pattern design.

2.3.1 Characteristics
Modern is almost the opposite of Islamic style, even if there are some similarities. The following are the
characteristics that have been found in modern style in many design fields including furniture, interior,
graphic, industrial, patterns, and motifs. These characteristics are the opposite of the Islamic characteristics:
● Simple: “less is more” modern proverb, that means less detailed is more effective. Most modern design is
simple and un-detailed.
● Angular Shape, Straight, or Curved Lines: Modern design has very clean lines and forms.
● Asymmetry: That means the parts of the object are unlike each other. This characteristic has been
recognized in some modern design.
● Light and Subdued: These two characteristics were found in most of the modern design. Modern design
is very quite and contains clean lines and forms.
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● Unrealistic: Some of the modern design are based on abstract shapes or forms that do not reflect
any meaning.
● Irregular and Harsh: Some of the modern design are not based on a grid system or not organized.
Even though, there are some similarities between Islamic and modern characteristics such as Stylish,
Abstract, Elegant, Strong, Graceful, and Rhythmic.

2.3.2 Pattern Types
There are three main types of patterns:
● Separation: The motifs are disconnected.
● Contrasting; The motifs are connected in certain points from any edge.
● Interlacing: The motifs are overlapping.

1

2

3

1
2
3

Separation
Contrasting
Interlacing

The following images show a variety of modern patterns that have been selected from Pattern & Palette
Source book, the book includes number of modern patterns that inspired from different cultures and time
periods, including Marrakech, Asian, Egyptian, Gothic, Art deco, and others The images show modern style
characteristics and pattern types:
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3.0 Process
This thesis has evolved through several processes to select the final application, which is a guidebook that
contains the Islamic motifs history timeline, mixing styles method, new Arabesque motifs, and patterns.
Many changes have been made due to many problems that were faced. These problems will be described in
each section. Also, the new motifs have been tested in several design areas including Graphic design, System
design, Industrial design, Textile, Wallpaper, Jewelry, and Glass tile design.

3.1 Timeline Design
3.1.1 Definition
The timeline visually presents the history of Islamic motifs throughout eleven Islamic empires, which played
a crucial role in the development and renaissance of Islamic motifs. The timeline is shaped like a circle and
is divided into seven parts; each part represents an Islamic period, place, and motif design. The empires that
are included in the timeline are Umayyad, Abbasid, Fatimid, Seljuk, Mamluk, Nasrid, Ilkhanid, Ottoman,
Timurid, Safavid, and Mughal.

3.1.2 Concept
The timeline is shaped as a divided circle because the method of dividing circles was used to create all Islamic
geometric patterns. The circle is the starting point of all other shapes that were used in geometric patterns.
Squares, hexagons, pentagons, polygon, and stars can all be created from a circle. Furthermore, the circle has
significant meanings in Islamic art. The circle is a symbol of eternity, emphasizes one god, and symbolizes
the city of Mecca, which is the center of Islam.
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3.1.3 Analysis
Why is the timeline shaped as a circle?
The following is evidence that supports the importance of the circle in Islamic motif designs. The circle can be
divided into equal parts by using four, six, eight, ten, and twelve points. The connection of a certain number
of points determines the final shapes.
● Creating the basic shapes
Squares, triangles, and polygons are basic shapes in Islamic designs that can be created by dividing a perfect
circle into three, four, or six points. The first image shows a way to divide a circle into equal parts. The other
three show how to create the basic shapes by connecting a certain number of points to get perfect geometric
shapes. When these basic shapes are combined, the Islamic motifs will be created.
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● Analyzing images
This image presents ceramic tiles that were adorned with geometric patterns, found in Spain during the
Nasrid period in the 13th century.

The following image shows how the single geometric motif was created by dividing the circle into six equal
parts, then repeated into a pattern.

This image presents masonry that was carved with geometric patterns, found in India during the Mughal
period in the 15th century.

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

| 38

The same method of using a divided circle with twelve points was used to create this image. The first step
is to draw the basic shape, which is a hexagon, and then create a combination of the hexagon with three
triangles. The first image shows the steps of drawing the single motif. The second image shows the pattern
that was created by repeating this motif.

● The grid systems of patterns
This image presents the decoration in the royal mosque in Isfahan, Iran during the Safavid period in the
16th century. Analyzing the background shows how the Muslim artists use the method of a divided circle to
organize the Arabesque motifs in the space.
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3.1.4 Stages

Research

Sketch

Extract

Develop

Evaluate

● Research
At this stage the information and images from each period have been collected. The information includes the
places, styles, technique, and uses. It was presented earlier in this document in the research part.
● Sketch
In this stage the shape of the timeline was designed, and it was shaped as a circle for many of the reasons that
were described earlier in this section. Then the final look of the timeline was chosen and redrawn with Adobe
Illustrator. The following are the sketches.

The following image is the redrawn timeline after applying the method of the dividing a perfect circle into
sixteen equal parts. Each part contains bullets that present the name of the period, the end and the start
dates, and the motif that was selected from this period.
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The method of a dividing circle
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The timeline design
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● Extract
At this stage the motifs were extracted from the original images and re-drawn with Adobe Illustrator.
The illustrated motifs were meant to be used instead of the original images to give the feeling of harmony
and consistency. The flowing images represent the original images and the extracted motifs:
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● Develop
I developed the line weight, typeface, font size, motifs sizes, readability, visibility, and understandability.
Then the final solution was achieved.

06 –10

07 –13

Umayyad Empire

Abbasid Empire

10 –12
Fatimid Empire

11 –13
Seljuk Empire

Mamluk Empire

12 –15

Nasrid Empire
Ilkhanid Empire

Mughals Empire

13 –14

15 –17

Ottoman Empire
Safavid Empire

13 –19

15 –18

Timurid Empire
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13 –15

12 –14

● Evaluate
An interview was conducted with non-designers and the following question was asked.
Is the timeline understandable and clear?
Most of the answers were that the design is understandable, the concept is clear and simple. Also, the design
reflects the beauty and characteristics of Islamic style in an elegant and organized way. It also looks unique
and new in its design and concept.

3.2 Mixing Styles Method
3.2.1 Definition
The method of mixing styles is based on combining the characteristics of two different styles; sometimes
those styles are from different cultures or periods of time such as modern, classic, Islamic, and western.
The method of mixing Islamic and modern styles will be the focus of this research. It is based on keeping
the elements of the old styles and modernizing them in certain ways by applying the most representational
characteristics of the modern style and keeping the representational characteristics of the Islamic style.
The result will be historical and modern at the same time.
This method has been used in a variety of fields of design including interior, furniture, architecture,
and others. It has even been used in motif design, but just by using the same traditional motifs with
modern colors. In this research this method will be based on developing new motifs by using this method
in a different way.
This research is different, due to the fact that the shapes of the original motifs will be modernized in this
way but will keep the historical elements of the Islamic style, even though they will still be recognized
as Islamic motifs.
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3.2.2 Stages
The following are the steps that have been used to develop the method of mixing styles:

• Defining the characteristics of Islamic and modern styles in motif design. There are some similarities
between the two styles, as seen in the following chart.
Islamic Style

Modern Style

Complex

Simple

Heavy

Light

Stylish

Stylish

Symmetry

Asymmetry

Realistic, Semi-naturalistic

Unrealistic

Bold

Subdued

Abstract

Abstract

Elegant

Elegant

Basic colors

Bright colors

Strong

Strong

Graceful

Graceful

Free shapes

Angular shapes

Free lines

Curved lines

Regular

Irregular

Rhythmic

Rhythmic

Delicate

Harsh

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

| 48

• Extracting the differences between the two styles and applying them to the flowchart of the method of
mixing styles. The flowchart after applying the characteristics:
Islamic Style

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free Shape
Free Lines
Regular
Delicate
Close Space

Modern Style

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular Shape

New Style

Symmetry
Delicate
Simple
Angular Shape
Open Space

Curved Lines
Irregular
Harsh
Open Space

• Applying this method to the new motifs by changing the chosen characteristics many times to ascertain the
most successful solutions. The successful solution will be based on testing design principles including balance,
proportion, unity and so on. Also, success will be based on beauty and on achieving the goal of this research,
which is to modernize the Islamic motifs without losing the feeling of Islamic design.
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3.3 New Motif Design
3.3.1 Stages
Seven of the original motifs that were presented earlier in this document were chosen to be an inspiration
for the new style; from each part one motif was chosen based on the its complexity. I created the new motifs
in the following stages:

Analyze

Extract

Apply

Develop

Achieve

● Analyze and Extract
Analyzing the original motifs by extracting the elements of the original and dividing them into primary and
secondary elements. Then, understanding the structures of the original to find the strategy that was used
to build these motifs.
Motif I
Original

Extracting the elements
Primary

Understanding the structure
Primary
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Motif II
Original

Extracting the elements
Primary

Understanding the structure

Secondary

Motif III
Original

Extracting the elements
Primary

Understanding the structure
Primary
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Motif IV
Original

Extracting the elements
Primary

Primary

Understanding the structure
Secondary

Motif V
Original

Extracting the elements
Primary

Understanding the structure

Secondary
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Motif VI
Original

Extracting the elements
Primary

Secondary

Understanding the structure
Secondary

Motif VII
Original

Extracting the elements
Primary

Secondary
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● Apply
Applying the method of mixing styles to the original, and designing new solutions. keeping the same
structure of the original and simplifying it. Making the design consistent, clear and clean, by removing
some unnecessary elements, lines, or curves. Sometimes the solutions will be successful, but other times
they will be unbalanced. These are the solutions that were designed for each motif. Numbers of solutions
were done, but eight of them were chosen based on organization and consistency.
Motif I
New solutions

Chosen motifs for the survey

Motif II
New and chosen motifs for the survey
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8
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1

2
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7
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Motif III
New solutions

Chosen motifs for the survey
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Motif IV
New solutions
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1

2

3

4
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Motif V
New solutions

Chosen motifs for the survey
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Motif VI
New and chosen motifs for the survey
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8
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Motif VII
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Problems
• What is the most successful solution?
• What modern and Islamic characteristics are found in each motif?
• Do these solutions look modern and Islamic at the same time?
• Are the design principles including balance and proportion seen in the new solutions?
Solution
A survey has been done to clarify and answer these questions.
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● Evaluate
Evaluating the new motifs by developing a survey.
Survey Problem
The survey was divided into two versions because seven motifs were designed, and each one had eight new
solutions. If all of them were put into one version, the audience would lose interest.
Survey Purpose
• Get audience feedback on the new motifs.
• Choose the most successful solutions that have met the thesis objective, which is to design new modern
motifs that were inspired by the Islamic motifs using the method of mixing styles.
• Understand the audience’s thoughts about the importance of the motif in different applications.
Survey Audience
• Designers and non-designers over the age of 18 who are interested in motif design.
Audience Amount
50-150 people.
Survey Content
• General questions including gender, age, country, education, and current position.
• Questions about motif design including its importance and applications.
• Questions about the new designs and the Islamic and modern characteristics.
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Survey Sample
MFA Thesis
Feedback Survey

Motif I

Candidate
Organization
E-mail

Shuruq Nahhas
Rochester Institute of Technology
sgn3865@rit.edu

Survey Goal

This survey was developed to gather information about the thoughts of both designers and nondesigners on motif design in order to further develop new solutions.

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

Thesis Title

Mixing Styles: Composing Motif Design that Combines the Islamic and Modern Styles

Abstract

The main part of this thesis is to develop new modern style motifs that are inspired by the Islamic
arabesque style of motifs. These new motifs will be developed by using a mixed style method,
which integrates features of Islamic and modern style by keeping the elements of the Islamic
motif and modernizing them.

General
Information

Age
□ 15 – 25

□ 26 – 35

Gender
□ Male

□ Female

□ 36 – 45

□ 46 – 55

□ 56 – 65

New solutions

□ 66 – 75

1
11

2
22

3
33

4
44

1

2

3

4

5
55

6
66

7
77

8
88

5

6

7

8

Nationality
......................................................
Country

Questions

......................................................

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.

Current Position

Education Level and Major

Motif #

....................................................

..............................................

Characteristics

Do you think motif design is important to be used in the design fields (Graphic, Industrial,
Interior, Textile, Jewelry, Architecture)
□ Very important
□ Somewhat important
□ Not important

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
.............................................................................................................................................................
.............................................................................................................................................................
.............................................................................................................................................................

Motif III

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

1

2

3

4

5
5

6
6

7
7

8
8

5

6

7

8

New solutions
1

5

Questions

Modern

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Original

Original

New solutions

Islamic

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

What kind of design applications could use motifs? You can check more than one.
□ Wallpaper
□ Textile
□ Furniture
□ Packaging
□ Website
□ Wrapping paper
□ Bag
□ Kitchenware
□ Jewelry
□ Book decoration
□ Rug
Other .....................................................................................................................................

Motif II

□

11

55

2

6

22

66

3

7

33

4

77

8

44

88

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #
Characteristics

□

Islamic

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Questions

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #
Characteristics

□

Islamic

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
.............................................................................................................................................................
.............................................................................................................................................................
.............................................................................................................................................................

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
.............................................................................................................................................................
.............................................................................................................................................................
.............................................................................................................................................................
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Distribution Method
Two methods were used to pass the survey to the audience.
Online: SurveyGizmo and Facebook. Paper: The English Language Center at RIT.
Results Analysis
The following schedule chart is the method that was used to analyze the responses:

167 designers and non-designers have responded. There were 89 Males and 105 Females.
Do you think motif design is important enough to be used in the design fields (Graphic, Industrial, Interior,
Textile, Jewelry, and Architecture)?
83 Very important, 87 Somewhat important, 14 Not important.
What kind of design applications could use motifs?
Motifs can be used in any kind of applications.
New Motifs
Some of the new solutions were not balanced and proportionate.
Some of the new solutions contain unnecessary details.
The new solutions that have open spaces look more modern than the others.
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● Develop
At this stage the new motifs were developed based on the survey results by extracting the most chosen motifs
and developing them. Also, solving the problems that were pointed out in the survey which include adding
the missing design principles including balance and proportion and removing the unnecessary details.
The following images show the analysis of the balance and proportion for the original motifs to be used
for developing the new motifs:
Motif I
Balance

Motif II
Proportion

Motif III
Balance

Proportion

Motif IV
Proportion

Motif V
Balance

Balance

Balance

Proportion

Motif VI
Proportion

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

Balance

| 61

Proportion

Motif VII
Balance

Proportion

Then, the balance and proportion of the original motifs were applied in the new solutions, as the following:
Motif I

Motif II

Motif III

Motif IV
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Motif V

Motif VI

Motif VII
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● Achieve
At this stage, the final solutions were achieved after all the development and changes that were complete.
All of the new motifs were named with the empires’ names that they represent.
Umayyad Motif

Abbasid Motif

Fatimid Motif

Seljuk Motif

Ottoman Motif

Nasrid Motif
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Safavid Motif

3.4 Pattern Design
All the patterns have been created in a way that reflects Islamic design by using the principles of Islamic
patterns including symmetry and repetition. However, the patterns still look modern due to the simplicity
of the motifs and the color schemes. For each motif of the seven new motifs, several patterns have been
created based on different methods including changing the size, positions, and grid systems.
For each motif three of the patterns have been selected to be included in the final application, which is
a guide book. The grid systems were inspired by the Islamic geometric patterns either by using straight,
sloped, or circled lines. Also, the patterns were created based on the symmetrical methods that were used
by Muslim artists to create most Islamic patterns. The following are the symmetrical methods:

1

2

3

1

Rotation

3

Reflection

2

Translation

4

Glide reflection

4

The following are the patterns that have been created for each motif, and the grid systems that were used
to build each pattern:

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

| 65

Umayyad Motif

Grid System

Pattern I

Pattern II

Pattern III
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Abbasid Motif

Grid System

Pattern I

Pattern II

Pattern III
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Fatimid Motif

Grid System

Pattern I

Pattern II

Pattern III
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Seljuk Motif

Grid System

Pattern I

Pattern II

Pattern III

Pattern IV
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Ottoman Motif

Grid System

Pattern I

Pattern II

Pattern III

Pattern IV
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Nasrid Motif

Grid System

Pattern I

Pattern II

Pattern III
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Safavid Motif

Grid System

Pattern I

Pattern II

Pattern III
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3.5 Book Design
3.5.1 Definition
Modern Islamic Motif Design is a guide and pattern book for designers and non-designers who are interested
in motif and pattern design. The book includes three main sections: History and Analysis, Method and Stages,
New Motifs and Patterns. The contents of each section were selected from the research, mixing style method,
new motifs, and patterns parts that were presented earlier in this document, relating simplicity, organization,
consistency, and clarification.

3.5.2 Purpose
• The book can be used as an information source that presents briefly and clearly the history of Islamic motifs,
as well as the characteristics of both Islamic and modern styles.
• The book can be used as an inspiration source for designers by presenting the mixing styles method, and
stages of creating the new style, as well as the timeline concept, color schemes, motifs and patterns.
All of these could be in a variety of fields, such as graphic design, interior design, industrial design,
architecture, furniture, jewelry, and any area I feel wherever they related.
• The book could be used as a pattern and motif book showing Modern Islamic design in a variety of color
schemes, which could be used for different design areas.

3.5.3 Design Specification
Printer

Book: Pixel Preserve Company.
CD: lightscribe Technology.

Dimensions

5 Books + 5 CDs.
Standard landscape (17 in x 7.5 in), Hardcor, 45 Pages + Front and back cover.

Typefaces

Corbel / Bold, Bold Italic.

Chaparral Pro / Regular, Bold, Bold Italic.

Why this typeface? The letters of this typefaces are circular, geometrical, and clean, which
match perfectly with the Islamic and modern styles.
Point Size

Main Heading: 14 pt
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Body Copy: 10.5 pt

3.5.4 Design Ideation
This stage was very important and many changes were made in the book until the final solution. These
changes included the size, colors, content, typefaces, and images. All of these changes were established based
on consistency, organization, usability, and visibility. The following images are the sketches:

3.5.5 Color Choices
The book contains patterns with different color schemes, using natural color tones such as gold and off-white
were the right choices to be the main colors of the book. These colors were used for main and sub-headings,
illustrations and sections. Moreover, the gold color is the most seen color in Islamic art. It has several
meanings, including a color of paradise, luxury, and elegance. There are other sub colors that were used for
structures and body text including orange, green, and brown colors, which work perfectly with the main
colors. For the patterns, the colors were selected depending on the gold tones.

R: 172

C: 32

R: 251

C: 1

R: 237

C: 7

R: 237

C: 7

R: 219

C: 10

R: 141

C: 48

R: 103

C: 48

G: 144

M: 38

G: 248

M: 1

G: 231

M: 6

G: 217

M: 12

G: 107

M: 70

G: 157

M: 25

G: 83

M: 55

B: 71

Y: 85

B: 241

Y: 4

B: 207

Y: 19

B: 164

Y: 40

B: 51

Y: 91

B: 85

Y: 82

B: 44

Y: 89

K: 6

K: 0
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K: 1

K: 4

K: 37

3.5.6 Design Concept and Layout
The book was designed horizontally to be convenient for the users, it also the perfect choice for the amount
of content to be organized in the space. It was divided into many parts including Title page, Contents, About
the Author, Introduction, History and Analysis, Method and Stages, New Motifs and Patterns, Conclusion,
and Bibliography. Each part was decorated with different patterns, but with the same color scheme to
maintain the consistency. For the motifs and patterns part, the pages were divided into three columns
to give a variety of choices for the user that can be use in any surface. Each page of the pattern pages
contains one pattern with three different color schemes. The following images show the book layout for
the sections, content pages, motifs and patterns pages, and book cover.
Section layout

3 In

5.5 In
1.15 In
6.3 In

7.5 In
17 In

Content pages layout

1 In

1 In

5.5 In
1.15 In
6.3 In

7.5 In
17 In
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Motifs and patterns
pages layout

1 In

2 In

7.5 In

1.5 In
5.5 In

7.5 In
17 In

Patterns pages layout

2 In
1.5 In
5.5 In

7.5 In
17 In

Cover layout

.5 In

7.5 In
17 In
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8.5 In

3.5.7 Sections and Contents
Modern Islamic Motif Design includes about the author, introduction, three main three sections,
and a conclusion. Each of the main sections, which are History and Analysis, Method and Stages,
New Motifs and Patterns starts with a proverb, key words or quotes have been chosen to reflect the
contents of the section.

● About the Author includes background information about the author.
● Introduction talks about the book and its purpose, and the reason for choosing the Arabesque motif type
over the other types, such as the following:
Modern Islamic Motif Design is focused on developing new Arabesque motifs that are based on the method
of mixing styles. These new motifs can be used in different design fields including graphic design, because
of their simplicity and the contemporary look. The goal is to revive historical Islamic motifs by modernizing
them. The book also includes a part about Islamic art history, on which all motifs are based on. Moreover,
it includes patterns with different color choices. It could be a perfect source for designers from any design
area, and anyone who is interested in motif design.
Why was Arabesque chosen over other kinds of Islamic motifs?
It was chosen due to its complexity and details. Arabesque has not commonly been used yet in graphic design,
and it could be developed into new forms so it can be applied in any design area.
● The Main Three Sections include History and Analysis, Method and Stages, New Motifs and Patterns.
History and Analysis Section
This section starts with Persian Proverb “History is a mirror of the past and a lesson for the present.”
It also includes the visual and Islamic motif history timeline definition, description of Islamic periods that
have been produced earlier in this document during the research part, and the timeline analysis. Two motifs
were selected from the timeline for the analysis including Mamluk and Timurid motifs.
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Method and Stages Section
This section starts with key words Beauty. Simplicity. Strength.

• Beauty is an important feature of Islamic art. It also has been mentioned as a phrase in Islam “God is
beautiful and loves beauty.”

• Simplicity reflects a main characteristic of modern design, it was mentioned in a book that describes
modern art as in a famous quote, “Less is more,” Mies Van Der Rohe, is a phrase which means less details
are more effective.

• Strength reflects an important characteristic of both Islamic and modern styles. If Beauty and simplicity
are met, the solution will be strong and effective.
It also includes the definition and stages of the mixing styles method and the development of the new
Arabesque motifs, which are provided with visualizations. All of this information was selected from the
process part that was produced earlier in this document.
New Motifs and Patterns Section
This section starts with a quote, “Art is the mirror of a culture and its world view,” by Elisabeth Siddiqui.
It also includes the seven new motifs that were developed during this thesis, each motif was named with the
name of the empire that it represents. Each motif was displayed with the original one, the original structure
and the characteristics of the new motif. In addition, the three patterns were displayed and colored with
three color schemes.

● Conclusion presents where the new motifs could be used, as the following:
Islamic art history, the mixing styles method, new Islamic motif and pattern that have been presented in this
book. It is my hope that this content will be a source for designers or non-designers. The history section
clearly and concisely presents the art of the most powerful Islamic empires. I hope the mixing styles method
will inspire designers from a variety of fields to mix different styles from the past with present, different
cultures, or designers. Moreover, I hope the new motifs and patterns will be used by designers or nondesigners in any applications including identity, posters, packaging, books, websites, textiles, wallpapers,
jewelry, kitchen wares, architecture, carpets, and decorations. Even the colors and the design of this book
could be a source of inspiration.
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3.5.8 Page Analysis
Typefaces: Corbel, Bold / Regular
Font Size: 17 pt / 11 pt
Main header: Small caps
Motif:

modern islamic motif design
Developing New Arabesque Motifs by Mixing Styles

Written & Designed by
Shuruq Nahhas

Color:

Typefaces: Corbel, Bold
Chaparral Pro, Regular
Font Size: 14 pt / 10.5 pt
Main header: Small caps
Motif:

content

Color:

Typefaces: Corbel, Bold
Chaparral Pro, Regular
Bold / Bold Italic
Font Size: 12 pt / 10.5 pt
Main header: Small caps
Motif:

about the author

Shuruq Nahhas is a graphic designer and a teaching assistant at Umm
Alqura university, Mecca, Saudi Arabia. She holds her bachelor’s degree
in graphic design from Umm Alqura University, and is a mfa degree
candidate in graphic design at Rochester Institute of Technology (rit)
Rochester, ny in the usa.
Shuruq has professional and creative skills in a variety of areas
including typography, methodology, identity, information design,
interactive design, advertisement, photography, and more. This
book is an example of her success in combining ideas, and styles.
Her goals are to develop new and successful ideas in design thinking
and problem solving, and also to develop the graphic design in her
country the way it should be. Be Better is her slogan.
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Mixing Styles Flowchart
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Conclusion

44

Modern Islamic Motif Design is focused on developing new arabesque
motifs that are based on the method of mixing styles. These new motifs
could be used perfectly in the field of graphic design and other design
fields, because of their simplicity and the contemporary look. The goal
is to revive historical Islamic motifs by modernizing them. The book
also includes a part about Islamic art history, which all motifs are based
on. Moreover, it includes patterns with different color choices, and it
could be a perfect source for designers from any design area, and
anyone who is interested in motif design. The method also could be
used for any other motifs or design fields.
Why was arabesque chosen over other kinds of Islamic motifs?
It was chosen due to its complexity and details. Also the arabesque
has not commonly been used yet in graphic design, and it could be
developed in new forms so it can be applied in any design area.
Modern Islamic Motif Design comes with a DVD that includes all the
motifs and patterns shown in this book.
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“History is a mirror of the past and a lesson for the present”
Persian Proverb
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history of
islamic art

06 –10

07 –13

Umayyad Empire

Abbasid Empire

Islamic art is a visual art that was first produced in the 7th century
during the time of the caliphate. This art is unique compared to the
art of other cultures, on account of its combinations and variations,
and filling the space with very organized systems. It was created
by the people who lived in the countries that were under the rule
of Islamic empires including the Umayyads, Abbasids, Fatimids,
Seljuks, Mamluks, Nasrids, Ilkhanids, Ottomans, Timurids,
Mughals, and Safavids.

10 –12
Fatimid Empire

Each empire had its own style and techniques, but those styles all
followed the same rules of Islamic religion. The Muslim artists
in these periods used three kinds of motifs, arabesque, geometric,
and calligraphy motifs, as a foundation to create patterns.

11 –13
Seljuk Empire

history timeline

The timeline visually presents the history of Islamic motifs throughout
eleven Islamic empires, which played a crucial role in the development
and renaissance of Islamic motifs. The timeline is shaped like a circle
and is divided into seven parts; each part presents an Islamic period,
place, and motif design.

Mamluk Empire

12 –15

Nasird Empire
Ilkhanid Empire

Mughals Empire

Ottoman Empire
Safavid Empire

12 –14

13 –14

15 –17

13 –19

15 –18
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timeline analysis

The timeline is shaped as a divided circle because the method of
dividing circles was used to create all Islamic geometric patterns.
The circle is the starting point of all other shapes that were used
in geometric patterns. Squares, hexagons, pentagons, polygon, and
stars can all be created from a circle. Furthermore, the circle has
significant meanings in Islamic art. The circle is a symbol of eternity,
emphasizes one god, and symbolizes the city of Mecca, which is
the center of Islam.

13 –15

05

mamluk motif

The following image provides the structure of the Islamic history
timeline, which was presented earlier in this book.

timurid motif
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21 06 07

10

17
16

Color:

08
09

19
18

15 14 13

11
12

The following are analyses of Islamic geometric motifs from
Mamluk and Timurid periods, which show clearly the use
of dividing circles to draw these motifs.
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method stages

• Defining the characteristics of each style.
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Color:
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Modern
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Simple
Asymmetry

• Extracting the differences between the two styles and applying
them to the flowchart of the method of mixing styles, as shown on
the following page.
method & stages
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The method of mixing styles is based on combining the characteristics
of two different styles; sometimes those styles are from different
cultures or periods of time such as modern, classic, Islamic, and
western. This method is based on keeping the elements of the Islamic
style and modernizing them in certain ways by applying the most
representational characteristics of the modern style and keeping the
representational characteristics of the Islamic style. The result will
be modern and Islamic at the same time.
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Islamic art history, the mixing styles method, new Islamic motifs,
and patterns have been presented in this book. It is my hope that this
content will be a source for designers or non-designers. The history
section clearly and concisely presents the art of the most powerful
Islamic empires. I hope the mixing styles method will inspire designers
from a variety of fields to mix different styles from the past with
present, different cultures, or designers. Moreover, I hope the new
motifs and patterns will be used by designers or non-designers in any
applications including identity, posters, packaging, books, websites,
textiles, wallpapers, jewelry, kitchen wares, architecture, carpets,
and decorations. Even the colors and the design of this book could be
a source of inspiration.
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The DVD has all the motifs and patterns in PDF format, so they could
be downloaded to be used anywhere.

I hope Modern Islamic Motif Design was enjoyable and a great
resource for you.
Shuruq Nahhas
Designer
April, 2013
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13 –15

12 –14

Timeline Analysis and Evidence
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Method Flowchart
Islamic Style
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Regular
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Close Space

Modern Style

New Style
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Simple
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Simple
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Unrealistic
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Open Space
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Irregular
Harsh
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New Motif Stages
Original

Structure

Elements

Development
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Umayyad Motif

Original
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Abbasid Motif

Original
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Fatimid Motif

Original
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Seljuk Motif

Original

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

Structure

| 90

Nasrid Motif

Original

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

Structure

| 91

Ottoman Motif

Original
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Safavid Motif

Original
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Decorative Patterns
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Pattern Design
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C: 1 | M: 1

C: 31 | M: 38

C: 20 | M: 30

C: 21 | M: 21

C: 31 | M: 38

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 51 | K: 2

Y: 42 | K: 0

Y: 25 | K: 0

Y: 50 |K: 2
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 92 | M: 97

C: 85 | M: 89

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 42 | K: 56

Y: 32 | K: 22

C: 92 | M: 97

C: 96 | M: 99

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 78 | M: 54

C: 44 | M: 16

C: 73 | M: 39

Y: 42 | K: 56

Y: 35 | K: 30

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 66 | K: 51

Y: 33 | K: 0

Y: 59 | K: 18

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

| 99

C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 23 | M: 100

C: 29 | M: 99

C: 20 | M: 100

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 79 | K: 42

Y: 67 | K: 24

Y: 70 | K: 9

C: 32 | M: 100

C: 20 | M: 100

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 82 | M: 30

C: 61 | M: 0

C: 38 | M: 0

Y: 79 | K: 42

Y: 71 | K: 9

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 60 | K: 10

Y: 37 | K: 0

Y: 23 | K: 0
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 1 | M: 0

C: 86 | M: 43

C: 90 | M: 56

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 2 | K: 0

Y: 39 | K: 10

Y: 46 | K: 25

C: 100 | M: 100

C: 77 | M: 73

C: 3 | M: 4

C: 15 | M: 26

C: 39 | M: 47

Y: 37 | K: 36

Y: 16 | K: 2

Y: 11 | K: 0

Y: 82 | K: 0

Y: 100 | K: 17

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Process

| 101

C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 25 | M: 36

C: 33 | M: 75

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 40 | K: 0

Y: 89 | K: 32

C: 5 | M: 4

C: 31 | M: 77

C: 83 | M: 29

C: 61 | M: 89

C: 57 | M: 82

Y: 6 | K: 0

Y: 93 | K: 30

Y: 41 | K: 4

Y: 52 | K: 64

Y: 41 | K: 26
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 64 | M: 72

C: 48 | M: 82

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 58 | K: 59

Y: 41 | K: 20

C: 64 | M: 72

C: 50 | M: 78

C: 31 | M: 52

C: 34 | M: 51

C: 42 | M: 60

Y: 58 | K: 59

Y: 42 | K: 21

Y: 76 | K: 12

Y: 71 | K: 12

Y: 78 | K: 32
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 100 | M: 100

C: 98 | M: 93

C: 89 | M: 89

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 37 | K: 36

Y: 22 | K: 9

Y: 0 | K: 0

C: 71 | M: 66

C: 19 | M: 27

C: 88 | M: 47

C: 96 | M: 59

Y: 28 | K: 8

Y: 87 | K: 0

Y: 42 | K: 15

Y: 57 | K: 46
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 60 | M: 74

C: 6 | M: 7

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 58 | K: 60

Y: 16 | K: 0

C: 41 | M: 52

C: 56 | M: 72

C: 63 | M: 73

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 60 | M: 30

C: 83 | M: 73

Y: 38 | K: 5

Y: 57 | K: 49

Y: 60 | K: 68

Y: 4 | K: 5

Y: 64 | K: 8

Y: 54 | K: 61
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 88 | M: 37

C: 82 | M: 22

C: 75 | M: 6

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 53 | K: 15

Y: 49 | K: 2

Y: 37 | K: 0

C: 38 | M: 99

C: 28 | M: 46

C: 6 | M: 8

C: 38 | M: 99

C: 88 | M: 38

Y: 59 | K: 45

Y: 78 | K: 6

Y: 15 | K: 0

Y: 59 | K: 45

Y: 53 | K: 15
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 46 | M: 70

C: 25 | M: 75

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 62 | K: 38

Y: 93 | K: 16

C: 36 | M: 79

C: 27 | M: 50

C: 37 | M: 47

C: 54 | M: 81

C: 39 | M: 82

Y: 89 | K: 47

Y: 59 | K: 4

Y: 33 | K: 1

Y: 54 | K: 53

Y: 41 | K: 13
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 99 | M: 95

C: 95 | M: 93

C: 86 | M: 78

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 35 | K: 29

Y: 7 | K: 1

Y: 2 | K: 0

C: 33 | M: 68

C: 40 | M: 78

C: 3 | M: 3

C: 96 | M: 96

C: 22 | M: 65

Y: 87 | K: 27

Y: 90 | K: 57

Y: 6 | K: 0

Y: 15 | K: 4

Y: 81 | K: 8
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 93 | M: 70

C: 86 | M: 50

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 52 | K: 52

Y: 25 | K: 4

C: 15 | M: 100

C: 7 | M: 7

C: 0 | M: 46

C: 1 | M: 0

C: 92 | M: 69

C: 87 | M: 53

C: 83 | M: 40

C: 76 | M: 27

Y: 85 | K: 5

Y: 16 | K: 0

Y: 61 | K: 0

Y: 2 | K: 0

Y: 54 | K: 55

Y: 42 | K: 19

Y: 34 | K: 5

Y: 29 | K: 1
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 61 | M: 97

C: 67 | M: 90

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 38 | K: 31

Y: 49 | K: 62

C: 80 | M: 27

C: 89 | M: 50

C: 84 | M: 64

C: 44 | M: 29

C: 85 | M: 38

Y: 42 | K: 3

Y: 54 | K: 30

Y: 64 | K: 72

Y: 52 | K: 2

Y: 78 | K: 31
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 100 | M: 94

C: 94 | M: 85

C: 75 | M: 59

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 37 | K: 33

Y: 12 | K: 2

Y: 0 | K: 0

C: 22 | M: 100

C: 39 | M: 91

C: 1 | M: 2

C: 25 | M: 20

Y: 80 | K: 13

Y: 76 | K: 60

Y: 2 | K: 0

Y: 85 | K: 0
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 1 | M: 2

C: 29 | M: 37

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 2 | K: 0

Y: 46 | K: 1

C: 13 | M: 59

C: 12 | M: 16

C: 23 | M: 65

C: 68 | M: 92

C: 74 | M: 93

Y: 87 | K: 1

Y: 31 | K: 0

Y: 92 | K: 10

Y: 24 | K: 9

Y: 38 | K: 35
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 91 | M: 62

C: 96 | M: 71

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 33 | K: 13

Y: 43 | K: 32

C: 85 | M: 87

C: 91 | M: 61

C: 31 | M: 38

C: 42 | M: 71

C: 50 | M: 74

Y: 44 | K: 49

Y: 32 | K: 13

Y: 83 | K: 5

Y: 64 | K: 35

Y: 64 | K: 56
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 74 | M: 35

C: 62 | M: 85

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 2 | K: 0

Y: 76 | K: 21

Y: 54 | K: 66

C: 62 | M: 84

C: 55 | M: 89

C: 87 | M: 38

C: 90 | M: 57

C: 88 | M: 44

Y: 54 | K: 66

Y: 43 | K: 32

Y: 43 | K: 10

Y: 58 | K: 46

Y: 55 | K: 23
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C: 7 | M: 7

C: 1 | M: 1

C: 99 | M: 96

C: 86 | M: 82

Y: 17 | K: 0

Y: 4 | K: 0

Y: 18 | K: 6

Y: 0 | K: 0

C: 31 | M: 79

C: 41 | M: 78

C: 19 | M: 73

C: 3 | M: 3

C: 100 | M: 98

C: 22 | M: 65

C: 41 | M: 79

Y: 89 | K: 30

Y: 87 | K: 58

Y: 93 | K: 6

Y: 6 | K: 0

Y: 16 | K: 4

Y: 81 | K: 8

Y: 84 | K: 58
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4.0 Result
4.1

Final Application

4.2

Experiments
Identity Design
Invitation Card Decoration
Wallpaper Design
Wallart Design
Industrial Design
Jewelry Design
Textile Design
Glass Tiles
Patterns Sample
Information Poster

4.3

Thesis Show
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Conclusion

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Result

| 116

4.1

Final Application
modern islamic motif design
Developing New Arabesque Motifs by Mixing Styles

Written & Designed by
Shuruq Nahhas
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about the author

introduction

Shuruq Nahhas is a graphic designer and a teaching assistant at Umm
Alqura university, Mecca, Saudi Arabia. She holds her bachelor’s degree
in graphic design from Umm Alqura University, and is a mfa degree
candidate in graphic design at Rochester Institute of Technology (rit)
Rochester, ny in the usa.
Shuruq has professional and creative skills in a variety of areas
including typography, methodology, identity, information design,
interactive design, advertisement, photography, and more. This
book is an example of her success in combining ideas, and styles.
Her goals are to develop new and successful ideas in design thinking
and problem solving, and also to develop the graphic design in her
country the way it should be. Be Better is her slogan.

Modern Islamic Motif Design is focused on developing new arabesque
motifs that are based on the method of mixing styles. These new motifs
could be used perfectly in the field of graphic design and other design
fields, because of their simplicity and the contemporary look. The goal
is to revive historical Islamic motifs by modernizing them. The book
also includes a part about Islamic art history, which all motifs are based
on. Moreover, it includes patterns with different color choices, and it
could be a perfect source for designers from any design area, and
anyone who is interested in motif design. The method also could be
used for any other motifs or design fields.
Why was arabesque chosen over other kinds of Islamic motifs?
It was chosen due to its complexity and details. Also the arabesque
has not commonly been used yet in graphic design, and it could be
developed in new forms so it can be applied in any design area.
Modern Islamic Motif Design comes with a DVD that includes all the
motifs and patterns shown in this book.

author & intro
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03

history & analysis

“History is a mirror of the past and a lesson for the present”
Persian Proverb
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history of
islamic art

06 –10

07 –13

Umayyad Empire

Abbasid Empire

Islamic art is a visual art that was first produced in the 7th century
during the time of the caliphate. This art is unique compared to the
art of other cultures, on account of its combinations and variations,
and filling the space with very organized systems. It was created
by the people who lived in the countries that were under the rule
of Islamic empires including the Umayyads, Abbasids, Fatimids,
Seljuks, Mamluks, Nasrids, Ilkhanids, Ottomans, Timurids,
Mughals, and Safavids.

10 –12
Fatimid Empire

Each empire had its own style and techniques, but those styles all
followed the same rules of Islamic religion. The Muslim artists
in these periods used three kinds of motifs, arabesque, geometric,
and calligraphy motifs, as a foundation to create patterns.

11 –13
Seljuk Empire

history timeline

The timeline visually presents the history of Islamic motifs throughout
eleven Islamic empires, which played a crucial role in the development
and renaissance of Islamic motifs. The timeline is shaped like a circle
and is divided into seven parts; each part presents an Islamic period,
place, and motif design.

Mamluk Empire

12 –15

Nasird Empire
Ilkhanid Empire

Mughals Empire

15 –17

Ottoman Empire
Safavid Empire

13 –19

15 –18

Timurid Empire

history & analysis

04

islamic empires

Umayyad Empire
This dynasty started in the 6th century and lasted until the 10th
century and ruled Damascus, Syria. Then it spread to other places
including Iraq, Egypt, and Spain. In this period we saw the first
appearance of Islamic motifs, but they were quite primitive. At
this time the artists used vegetal motifs mixed with animals and
human figures to decorate many surfaces such as metals, textiles,
and other crafts whereas only the geometric and vegetal motifs
were used to decorate mosques.

Umayyad Empire
Abbasid Empire
Fatimid Empire

islamic empires
Seljuk Empire
Mamluk Empire
Nasrid Empire

Seljuk Empire
This dynasty started in the 11th century and lasted until the 13th
century and ruled all parts of Iran, and most of Anatolia, or Turkey.
This period is one of the most creative periods of Islamic art. The motifs
of this period were the most inventive in early medieval Islamic art.
The artists used a variety of colors and decorations with a unique look
to decorate manuscripts, the Holy Quran and other books. They
also decorated some scripts by using Arabic calligraphy with human
and animal figures.
Mamluk Empire
This dynasty started in the 12th century and lasted until the 15th
century and ruled Mecca, and Madina, which are the holy cities of
Islam. In addition, it ruled various other countries including Egypt
and Syria. Cairo, Egypt was the capital of the Mamluk Empire, and
the artistic center of the Arab Islamic world. This empire was the
greatest Islamic empire of the later middle ages. The artists of this
period developed new techniques; those were influenced by different
parts of the Islamic world. They decorated many surfaces including
glass, metalwork, wood, carpets, textiles, and architecture. The style
of this period continued to inspire the Ottoman and other empires.

Fatimid Empire
This dynasty started in the 10th century and lasted until the 12th
century and ruled Cairo, Egypt. The decorative motifs were a
renaissance in this period, which made Cairo the most important
cultural center in the Islamic world. The artists of this period created
new motifs and maintained the abstract quality of the traditional
vegetal and geometric motifs, but gave them their own style and
technique. The technique of this period was precise and creative. The
artists decorated many surfaces, such as pottery, glass, metalwork,
rock crystal, woodcarving, textile, and architecture.

Nasrid Empire
This dynasty started in the 12th century and lasted until the
14th century and ruled Morocco. The art of this period grew from
Almohanad traditions. The artists combined different Islamic
motifs, including linear geometric, abstract vegetal, and Arabic
calligraphy. They used new motifs to decorate many surfaces,
such as textiles, carpets, metal, crafts and architecture. The motifs
of this period were very detailed, and intricate.

06
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13 –15

05

Abbasid Empire
This dynasty started in the 7th century and lasted until the 13th
century and ruled many areas of Iraq including Baghdad and
Samarra, which were the capital cities in this period. During this
time a distinctive new style and technique were developed.
The style used abstract geometric and vegetal motifs to fill different
surfaces with a variety of colors. Vegetal motifs were widely used
for decoration, including wood, metal, pottery, and architecture.

history & analysis

12 –14

13 –14

07
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islamic empires
Ilkhanid Empire
Ottoman Empire

islamic empires

Ilkhanid Empire
This dynasty started in the 13th century and lasted until the 14th
century and ruled west Asia, including Iraq, Iran, and Khorasan, but
their power was centered in northwest Iran. The artists had created
new motifs and ideas that were emulated from Anatolia to India.
The style of this period was created from three traditions: Chinese,
Iranian and Islamic. For this reason, the style was remarkably
unique. The artists had used some elements that were taken from
the Chinese motifs including the dragon and lotus flowers. They
decorated textiles, pottery, metalwork, jewelry, manuscripts, books,
and mosques. Furthermore the illuminated and illustrated books
became the major arts at this time.

Timurid Empire
Mughals Empire
Safavid Empire

Mughals Empire
This dynasty started in the 15th century and lasted until the 17th
century and ruled India. It became the third biggest empire in the
Islamic world. The artists of this period, unlike other Islamic periods,
preferred a single work on an image rather than collaborative.
Furthermore, they incorporated foreign styles and themes into their
work, but they re-shaped them according to the unwritten rules of
Islamic art. Most of their motifs are geometric and floral.

Ottoman Empire
This dynasty started in the 13th century and lasted until the 19th
century and ruled Istanbul, Turkey. This period was the greatest and
the most powerful period in Islamic art. The influence of this period
was international. The artists traveled from Iran to India to China,
and various other countries, and brought with them different styles
of motifs, which later developed into a new and distinctive style.
Floral and vegetal motifs were very wildly used at this time, and
they were used to decorate books, crafts, ceramics, carpets, textiles,
paintings, and mosques. Artists used a style that was a mixture
between grace and strength, and was based on the unwritten rules
of Islamic ornament.

history & analysis

08

timeline analysis

The timeline is shaped as a divided circle because the method of
dividing circles was used to create all Islamic geometric patterns.
The circle is the starting point of all other shapes that were used
in geometric patterns. Squares, hexagons, pentagons, polygon, and
stars can all be created from a circle. Furthermore, the circle has
significant meanings in Islamic art. The circle is a symbol of eternity,
emphasizes one god, and symbolizes the city of Mecca, which is
the center of Islam.

Timurid Empire
This dynasty started in the 13th century and lasted until the 15th
century and ruled many cities in countries such as Iraq, Iran, Central
Asia, India and parts of southern Russia. This period was one of the
most brilliant periods of Islamic art. The artists were influenced by the
Persian culture, but they created their own style and motifs to decorate
many surfaces. Also, the art of this period was considered as a luxury
art, because it often contained some gold accents.

Safavid Empire
This dynasty started in the 15th century and lasted until the 18th
century and ruled all of Iran. It became the second largest empire
in the Islamic world after the Ottoman Empire. The artists produced
a distinctive style of imagery and motifs. The use of figures was
uncommon in this period unlike other Islamic periods; the artists
focused on the use of vegetal motifs to embellish the surfaces.
They decorated many surfaces including carpets, textiles, books,
paintings, manuscripts, and architecture.

09

mamluk motif

The following image provides the structure of the Islamic history
timeline, which was presented earlier in this book.

timurid motif

20

21 06 07

08
09

19
18

10

17
16

15 14 13

11
12

The following are analyses of Islamic geometric motifs from
Mamluk and Timurid periods, which show clearly the use
of dividing circles to draw these motifs.

history & analysis

10
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method & stages

Beauty. Simplicity. Strength.

mixing styles method

method flowchart

The method of mixing styles is based on combining the characteristics
of two different styles; sometimes those styles are from different
cultures or periods of time such as modern, classic, Islamic, and
western. This method is based on keeping the elements of the Islamic
style and modernizing them in certain ways by applying the most
representational characteristics of the modern style and keeping the
representational characteristics of the Islamic style. The result will
be modern and Islamic at the same time.

Islamic Style

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free Shape
Free Lines
Regular

method stages

• Defining the characteristics of each style.
Islamic
Complex
Heavy
Stylish
Symmetry
Realistic
Bold
Abstract
Elegant
Basic colors
Strong
Graceful
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Rhythmic
Delicate
Close Space

Delicate

Modern
Simple
Light
Stylish
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Subdued
Abstract
Elegant
Bright colors
Strong
Graceful
Angular shape
Curved lines
Irregular
Rhythmic
Harsh
Open Space

Close Space
Modern Style

Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular Shape
Curved Lines
Irregular
Harsh
Open Space

• Extracting the differences between the two styles and applying
them to the flowchart of the method of mixing styles, as shown on
the following page.
method & stages

12
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New Style

Symmetry
Delicate
Simple
Angular Shape
Open Space

new motifs stages

mixing styles stages

• Analyzing the structure, balance, and proportion of the originals.

Analyzing

• Applying the method to the original motifs and developing a variety
of solutions. The method is based on keeping the Islamic motif
elements and re-shaping them with the modern characteristics.

Extracting
Applying
Developing
Achieving

• Extracting the elements of the originals and dividing the elements
into primary (important) and secondary (less important).
Primary

method & stages

• Developing the new motifs based on the same structure, balance,
and proportion of the originals until achieving the final solution.

Secondary

14

15

new motifs & patterns

“Art is the mirror of a culture and its world view”
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original & structure

pattern i

Umayyad Motif

new
Symmetry
Close Space
Delicate
Simple
Curved lines

new motifs & patterns

16

pattern ii
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pattern iii
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pattern I

original & structure
Abbasid Motif

new
Symmetry
Simple
Angular shape
Harsh
Open Space

new motifs & patterns

20

pattern ii
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pattern iii
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pattern i

original & structure
Fatimid Motif

new
Symmetry
Delicate
Simple
Curved lines
Open Space

new motifs & patterns

24

pattern ii
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pattern iii
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original & structure

pattern i

Seljuk Motif

new
Symmetry
Delicate
Simple
Curved lines
Open Space

new motifs & patterns

28

pattern ii
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pattern i

original & structure
Ottoman Motif

new
Symmetry
Delicate
Simple
Curved lines
Open Space

new motifs & patterns

32

pattern ii
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pattern i

original & structure
Nasrid Motif

new
Symmetry
Delicate
Simple
Curved lines
Open Space

new motifs & patterns

36

pattern ii
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pattern i

original & structure
Safavid Motif

new
Symmetry
Delicate
Close Space
Angular shape
Curved lines

new motifs & patterns

40

pattern ii
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conclusion

bibliography

Islamic art history, the mixing styles method, new Islamic motifs,
and patterns have been presented in this book. It is my hope that this
content will be a source for designers or non-designers. The history
section clearly and concisely presents the art of the most powerful
Islamic empires. I hope the mixing styles method will inspire designers
from a variety of fields to mix different styles from the past with
present, different cultures, or designers. Moreover, I hope the new
motifs and patterns will be used by designers or non-designers in any
applications including identity, posters, packaging, books, websites,
textiles, wallpapers, jewelry, kitchen wares, architecture, carpets,
and decorations. Even the colors and the design of this book could be
a source of inspiration.

The Language of Ornament
James Trilling
Thames & Hudson,New York, 2001
Patterns in Islamic Art
www.patterninislamicart.com
Islamic Design
www.catnaps.org/islamic/geometry.html
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/

The DVD has all the motifs and patterns in PDF format, so they could
be downloaded to be used anywhere.

I hope Modern Islamic Motif Design was enjoyable and a great
resource for you.
Shuruq Nahhas
Designer
April, 2013
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4.2 Experiments
In order to test the usability of the new motifs, some experiments in different design fields. The following
presents in detail the process of using the new motifs in each field.
●

Identity Design
An identity design for a jewelry company was done during an independent study course that was taken
with Professor Lorrie Frear. The objective of this study was to test the usability of one of the new motif
in an identity design.
Specifications
Company Name

Lazord Jewelry

Name Meaning

The Arabic name of Azurite stone

Key Words

Modern / luxury / Elegant / Motifs

Typeface

Bangla MN

Colors

Gold: Luxury / Elegant.
Dark Blue: The Azurite stone color.

Motif

Sketches

lazord Jewelry
lazord
Jewelry

Lazord

Lazord

JEWELRY

Jewelry

laz rd Jewelry
Lazord

lazord Jewelry
lazord Jewelry

lazord Jewelry

Jewelry

Lazord
lazord Jewelry
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Lazord
Jewelry

Lazord
Jewelry

Lazord
Jewelry

Final Solution

Lazord
JEWELRY

Lazord
JEWELRY

Application

Shuruq Nahhas
designer

Lazord
JEWELRY

Lazord
JEWELRY

PO Box 69 East Squire Dr
Lynbrook, NY 11563
Phone: (207) 780-0501
www.lazoredjewelry.com

Lazord
JEWELRY

PO Box 69 East Squire Dr
Lynbrook, NY 11563

PO Box 69 East Squire Dr, Lynbrook, NY 11563/ Phone: (207) 780-0501/ www.makkacom.com
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●

Invitation Card Design
One of the motifs has used to decorate the invitation card for the thesis show.
Corbel / Regular, Bold

Typeface
Motif

Final

������ ������

MFA Graphic Design Candidate
E-mail: sgn3865@rit.edu

�������� ������ ����

6pm–9pm, May 16, 2013
University Gallery
166 Lomb Memorial Drive
James E Booth Hall, Room 2765
Rochester NY 14625

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Result

������ ������� ����� ������

Developing New Arabesque Motifs by Mixing Styles

| 133

●

Wallpaper Design
Some of the patterns were selected to be displayed as wallpapers at the thesis show in May, 2013.
Motif

Color

Patterns

Wallpapers
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●

Wallart Design
One of the new motifs was used to design a wall art piece that was displayed at the thesis show in May, 2013.
It also could be seen in a hotel lobby.
Motif

Art
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●

Industrial Design
One of the new motifs was used by an industrial designer Hawraa Maqseed in her thesis project, which
is the Cooling System Tea Cup. The selected motif was used to decorate the tea cup, as the following:
Motif

Product

●

Jewelry Design
One of the new motifs was used by a Jewelry designer Amani Alharbi for designing jewelry pieces.
The selected motif was used to design necklace and key chain, as the following:
Motifs

Necklace

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Result
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●

Textile Design
One of the motifs was used to decorate a piece of fabric that was displayed at the thesis show in May, 2013.
Motif

Pattern

●

Textile

Glass Design
The new motifs were used to adorn glass tiles that were displayed at the thesis show in May,2013.
The tiles were created by Shuruq Nahhas and Amani Alharbi during the elective glass course in the
spring quarter 2013.
Motifs

Molds
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●

Patterns Sample
All the created patterns were gathered into a book sample and displayed at the thesis show in May, 2013.

●

Information Poster
The information poster was displayed at the thesis show in May,2013. It includes a brief bit of information
about the guide book, and where it could be used. The size is (30 in x 40 in).

MODERN ISLAMIC MOTIF DESIGN

Rochester Institute of Technology
College of Imaging Arts & Sciences

Introduction

motifs could be used in different design fields
including graphic design, because of their simplicity
and the contemporary look. The goal is to revive
historical Islamic motifs by modernizing them. The

Why was arabesque
chosen over other kinds
of Islamic motifs?
It was chosen due to its complexity and details.
Arabesque has not commonly been used yet in
graphic design, and it could be developed in new
forms so it can be applied in any design area.

book also includes a part about Islamic art history,
which all motifs are based on. Moreover, it includes
patterns with different color choices. It could also
be a perfect source for designers from any design

History of Islamic Art

History Timeline

Mixing Styles Method

Islamic art is a visual art that was first produced
in the 7th century during the time of the caliphate.
This art is unique compared to the art of other

The timeline visually presents the history of Islamic
motifs throughout eleven Islamic empires, which
played a crucial role in the development and

Method of mixing styles is based on combining the
characteristics of two different styles; sometimes
those styles are from different cultures or periods of

cultures, on account of its combinations and
variations, and filling the space with very organized
systems. It was created by the people who lived
in the countries that were under the rule of Islamic

renaissance of Islamic motifs. The timeline is shaped
like a circle and is divided into seven parts; each part
presents an Islamic period, place, and motif design.

time such as modern, classic, Islamic, and western.
This method is based on keeping the elements of the
Islamic style and modernizing them in certain ways
by applying the most representational characteristics

empires including the Umayyads, Abbasids, Fatimids,
Seljuks, Mamluks,Nasrids, Ilkhanids, Ottomans,
Timurids, Mughals, and Safavids.

06 –10

07 –13
Abbasid Empire

The timeline is shaped as a divided circle because
the method of dividing circles was used to create
all Islamic geometric patterns. The circle is the
starting point of all other shapes that were used
in geometric patterns. Squares, hexagons, pentagons,
polygon, and stars can all be created from a circle.
Furthermore, the circle has significant meanings
in Islamic art. The circle is a symbol of eternity,
emphasizes one god, and symbolizes the city of
Mecca, which is the center of Islam.
10 –12

The following image provides the structure of the
Islamic history timeline

Fatimid Empire

Islamic
Complex
Heavy

Modern
Simple
Light

Stylish
Symmetry
Realistic
Bold
Abstract
Elegant
Basic colors
Strong
Graceful
Free shape
Free lines
Regular
Rhythmic
Delicate
Close space

Stylish
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Subdued
Abstract
Elegant
Bright colors
Strong
Graceful
Angular shape
Curved lines
Irregular
Rhythmic
Harsh
Open space

• Extracting the differences between the two styles
and applying them to the flowchart.

20

21 06 07

11 –13

08
09

19
18

10

17
16

15 14 13

Seljuk Empire

11
12

Mamluk Empire

The following are analyses of Islamic geometric
motifs from Mamluk and Timurid periods,
which show clearly the use of dividing circles
to draw these motifs.

12 –15

Nasrid Empire
Ilkhanid Empire

12 –14

Where to Use?
The new motifs and patterns could be used by
designers or non-designers in any applications
including identity, posters, packaging, books,
websites, textiles, wallpapers, jewelry, kitchen
wares, architecture, carpets, crafts, tiles, cards,
bookmarks, and decorations.

13 –14
Invitation Cards by Shuruq Nahhas

Mughals Empire

Patterns Design by Shuruq Nahhas

15 –17

Book Decoration by Shuruq Nahhas
Jewelry Company Identity by Shuruq Nahhas
Jewelry Piece by Amani Alharbi

Ottoman Empire
Safavid Empire

Textile Design by Shuruq Nahhas

13 –19

Cooling System Tea Cup, thesis project by Hawraa Maqseed

15 –18

Plaster Mold by Amani Alharbi and Shuruq Nahhas
Glass Tiles by Amani Alharbi and Shuruq Nahhas

Timurid Empire
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Sarah Thompson, Assistant Professor, Art History

• Analyzing the structure, balance, and proportion

Complex

of the originals.

Realistic
Free Shape
Free Lines

• Extracting the elements of the originals and
dividing the elements into primary (important)

Regular

and secondary (less important).

Delicate

• Defining the characteristics of each style.

Umayyad Empire

Lorrie Frear, Associate Professor, Graphic Design

Symmetry

Method Stages

Timeline Analysis

Nancy Ciolek, Associate Professor, Graphic Design

New Motifs Stages
Islamic Style

of the modern and Islamic style. The result will be
modern and Islamic at the same time.

area, and anyone who is interested in motif design.

Shuruq Nahhas
Committee Members

Developing New Arabesque Motifs by Mixing Styles
Modern Islamic Motif Design is focused on
developing new arabesque motifs that are based
on the method of mixing styles. These new

Thesis candidate

MFA Graphic Design

Close Space
Modern Style

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular Shape

New Style

Symmetry
Delicate
Simple
Angular Shape
Open Space

• Applying the method to the original motifs
and developing a variety of solutions. The
method is based on keeping the Islamic motif
elements and re-shaping them with the
modern characteristics.

Curved Lines
Irregular
Harsh

• Developing the new motifs based on the
Open Space

same structure, balance, and proportion of the
originals until achieving the final solution.

4.3 Thesis Show
The following are images of the display has taken during the thesis show in May, 2013.
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4.4 Conclusion
Modern Islamic Motif Design is a new approach in Islamic motif design that was achieved during the time
of this study. After all the of research, process, solutions, and experimenting, this thesis achieved its
objective of developing modern Islamic Arabesque motifs based on the method of mixing styles that can
work in any design field, including graphic design. Also, a new method was developed, which can be an
inspiration for designers from a variety of design fields.
From my point of view, I think the idea of mixing styles in motif design is successful, the experiments that
have been done in many design areas, including system design, invitation card, wallpaper, wallart, industrial
design, jewelry, textile, glass tiles, and pattern design. A new approach to this thesis would be using the
method of mixing styles to develop new styles in other design areas.
At the end, the final application, which is a guide book for designers and non-designers called “Modern
Islamic Motif Design: Developing New Arabesque Motifs by Mixing Styles,” was chosen as a winner in the
How magazine international competition in October, 2013, and it will appear in March, 2014 issue. Also,
I am looking at publishing the book, so that it can be a great source to inform and inspire designers.
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5.0

Appendices

5.1

Original Thesis Proposal

5.2

Survey
Blank
Analysis

5.3

Glossary of Terms
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5.1 Original Thesis Proposal

Mixing Styles

Composing Motif Design that Combines
the Islamic and Modern Styles

Shuruq Nahhas
Thesis Proposal for the
Master of Fine Arts Degree

Rochester Institute of Technology
College of Imaging Arts and Sciences
School of Design
Graphic Design
November 6, 2012
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Thesis Proposal for the Master of Fine Arts Degree
Rochester Institute of Technology
College of Imaging Arts and Sciences
School of Design, Graphic Design

Title

Submission
Date

Mixing Styles
Composing Motif Design that Combines
the Islamic and Modern Styles
Shuruq Nahhas
November 6, 2012

Thesis Committee
Approval

Chief Advisor
Nancy Ciolek, Associate Professor, Graphic Design

Date

Associate Advisor
Lorrie Frear, Associate Professor, Graphic Design

Date

Associate Advisor
Sarah Thompson, Assistant Professor, Art History

Date
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Situation Analysis
A motif is a visual element that can be seen alone or repeated in patterns. It has its own
significance and story throughout art history. Motif design has existed in different cultures since
the ancient world. The first appearance of it was 12,000 to 35,000 years ago in the Paleolithic
age.(1). Motif design can be seen in many cultures and the designs have migrated throughout
history. Motif design has a variety of shapes, styles, complex or simple systems, and colors,
influenced by cultural beliefs, customs and traditions. The styles have developed over time.

Islamic motif design is a fundamental part of Islamic art; and it appeared after the birth of Islam,
which was around 610 CE (2). Islamic motifs has its own characteristics and style. It is applied
in various shapes and repeating patterns within a unique grid system. There are two main kinds
of Islamic motif, arabesque and geometric. Islamic motif design has influenced not just Arabic
designers, but also western designers. It also has been developed and impacted by modern
style, which has its own features, techniques, and colors. Islamic motif design has been used
widely since its appearance in different design fields, such as architecture, book design
(The Holy Quran), crafts, rugs, textiles, and interiors. But the use of it in graphic design has
been lacking. Until now, no one has achieved its benefit in graphic design, especially
in packaging, print, and technology.

This thesis will concentrate on developing a new style that integrates two motif styles; Islamic
historical and modern. Since the Islamic motif design has its own strict rules, which is based
on Islamic religion; the goal here is not to change it, but to extract elements from it and
create new motif design; in a way that keep the uniqueness and characteristic of Islamic
design in new vision.

1

James Trilling; The language of Ornament

2

www.metmuseum.org

1
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Problem Statement
Mixing Styles: Develop new motifs that combines the elements of Islamic style with
the features of modern style.

Can mixing different styles develop a new style? Mixing elements of style is a method used to
develop new design solutions. The process can lead to unique and varied designs depending
on the chosen elements and features from each style. Designers have been using the method
of mixing styles in different design fields; such as interior, architecture, graphics, fashion,
and pattern design. The method or approach to the concept can result in varying solutions.

From this point, my goal is to design new motifs by mixing historical Islamic elements and
modern features. I will compare the two styles and choose the most representative points
of each one, then develop a design process to create unique motifs. This method will keep
the identity and beauty of each style. Based on this method, I will design about six to ten
motifs and apply them to different patterns. These patterns can be based on the grid system
of the Islamic motif, or other systems in patterns design. They also can be shown without
grids. Then, these motifs or patterns will be applied to various applications of graphic
design, such as, packaging, books, branding, websites, and so on. Finally, all these parts
will be gathered into a guidebook.

The guidebook would be for designers to learn about the motif systems and how to use the
method for problem solving. They can use it as an inspiration to develop a product, a piece
of furniture or glass, or any other area in design. Also, it would be as a reference book for
other people who are interested in using motif design in their lives.

2
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Survey of Literature
Motif

The Language of Ornament
James Trilling; The language of Ornament
New York; Thames & Hudson, 2001

History and Analyzing

This book talks about the history of ornament starting from the three first ages until the age
of modernism. It talks about different points on these ages, such as style, system, technique,
shapes, and colors. It also presents the development, changes, and impact of other
cultures. This book will be helpful to study about the history of motif and know the features
of styles in different time periods.

The World of Ornament
David Batterham (Author), Auguste Racinet (Illustrator); The World of Ornament
Taschen; November 30, 2012
It includes collections of the most elegant and beautiful patterns and ornamental designs in the
art history. It present the use of ornaments and patterns in many design areas, such as, jewelry,
tiles, stained glass, illuminated manuscripts, textiles and ceramics. It also shows ornaments in
different places and time period, such as classical Egyptian, Greek, Roman, Etruscan, Asian
and middle-Eastern, and so on. This book will be beneficial in understanding ornaments and
patterns in many centuries and places.

The Sense of Order
E.H. Gombrich; The Sense of Order: a study in the psychology of decorative art
Ithaca, NY; Cornell University Press, 1979
It presents the psychology and history of motifs in different time periods. It also includes some
meanings of motifs and symbols that were used. It shows a variety of motifs used. This book will
be helpful to study about the history of motifs and the meanings of shapes in other cultures.

Some Hints on Pattern Designing
William Morris; Some hints on pattern designing
London; Longmans & co. 1899
It talks about some basics in pattern design and what can make them relevant. It will give me
some ideas to understand clearly about patterns and their basics.

3
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Motif

Signs, Symbols and Ornaments
Rene Smeets, Signs, Symbols and Ornaments
New York, Toronto, London; Van Nostrand Reinhold Company

History and Analyzing

This book presents big numbers of ornaments and motifs throughout many centuries in the art
history. It also gives some explanation and analyzing for each style. It will be a source to understand the motif design in different time periods.

Islamic Art

Islamic Art and Visual Culture
D. Fairchild Ruggles; Islamic Art and Visual Culture : An Anthology of Sources
Malden, MA; Wiley-Blackwell, 2011

History

This book includes introductory essays that provide the history of Islamic art and visual culture in
many Islamic countries. It presents examples from different art fields that were popular in Islamic
countries such as, Arabic calligraphy and scribes, painting, crafts, textiles, ceramics, glass, and
so on. It will be an important source to understand clearly the history of Islamic art.

Islamic Art and Architecture
Robert Hillenbrand; Islamic Art and Architecture
London; Thames and Hudson, 1999
It covers one thousand years of history from many Islamic countries. It presents works from
Persian painting in the fifteenth century to the ceramic tradition of Ottoman Iznik. It also includes
maps, timeline, and many areas of Islamic arts; such as, architecture, calligraphy, book illumination, painting, ceramics, textiles, and metalwork. It will be useful to clarify the Islamic art history
and the use of motifs at this time period.

Islamic Art

Islamic Patterns: An Analytical and Cosmological Approach
Keith Critchlow; Islamic Patterns: an analytical and cosmological approach
London; Thames and Hudson, 1976

Motifs and Patterns

Islamic Geometric Patterns
Eric Broug; Islamic Geometric Patterns
New York, NY; Thames and Hudson, 2008
They present the system of Islamic patterns and analyze the meanings of each line and shape
that were used. They also present the laws of using these shapes instead of living things. These
books will be helpful to analyze the Islamic patterns and understand the grid system of them.

4
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Arabic Art in Color
Prisse d’Avennes; Arabic Art in Color
New York; Dover Publications, 1978

Islamic Art

Motifs and Patterns

Islamic Design
Doverpictura; Islamic Design
Mineola, NY; Dover Publications,Inc.2004
They present a variety of ornaments from different Islamic cities. They will clarify the colors and
shapes that were used in Islamic designs. I will extract the Islamic motifs from these books.

www.patterninislaicart.com
Septmber, 2012
This website presents the history of Islamic Art in different Islamic countries, and the movement
of it. It also presents examples and kinds of Islamic patterns, such as Geometric and Arabesque.
It will be useful to know about the Islamic system and technique.

Islamic Art

www.nytimes.com
An article about “When the Islamic World was inspired by the West”
www.imamreza.net
An article about “The Impact of Islamic Arts on the West”
www.auc.nl
An article about: “ Islamic Art: Definition, Concept, and Impact on Western Culture”

The Impact of

Western Culture
and Vice - Versa

Modern Art

Twentieth Century Pattern Design
Lesley Jackson; 20th Century Pattern Design: textile & wallpaper pioneers
New York, NY; Princeton Architectural Press, 2002; 1st ed

Motifs and Patterns

Pattern Design Applications and Variations
Lou Andrea Savoir; Pattern Design: applications & variations
Gloucester, Mass; Rockport, Hove: RotoVision, 2007
Pattern & Palette source book 2
Heidi Arrizabalaga; Pattern + Palette Sourcebook 2: a complete guide
to choosing the perfect color and pattern in design
Gloucester, Mass; Rockport Publishers, 2007

5
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Modern Art

These three books show the modern and contemporary patterns, their history, colors,
systems, and use of them. They will be helpful to understand clearly the features and
systems of modern style.

Modern Art

Arabic for Designer
Mourad Boutros; Arabic for Designer
West New York, NJ; Mark Batty; Enfield: Publishers Group Worldwide, 2006

Motifs and Patterns

Motifs and Patterns

This book shows over 200 illustrations from different parts of the Arab world, and shows how to
work with Arabic as a design tool. This book will be a source for knowledge about using Arabic
culture as an inspiration in graphic design.

Arabesque: Graphic Design from the Arab World and Persia
Ben Wittner, Sascha Thomas, and Nicolas Bourquin;
Arabesque: Graphic Design from the Arab World and Persia
Berlin; Die Gestalten Verlag, 2008; first edition.
Berlin; Gestalten, 2011; second edition.
This book presents recent innovative works for young designers who have used their cultures to
inspire their work, but with a modern look. They combined the international and modern styles
with their traditions. Also, Arabesque focuses on typography in the Middle East. This book will be
helpful to figure out a way of using Islamic motifs in graphic design.

6
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Design Ideation
History Timeline

Timeline Flowchart
The timeline will include places, brief descriptions, and motif illustrations for each time period.
Use

Use

System

System

Shape

Shape

Islamic Art

Paleolithic

Influence
Development
Designers

Modern Art

7
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Motif Design

Method Inspirations
Designers have used the way of mixing two styles together in interior and furniture design by
showing the old style in new look and colors, which resulted in some unusual solutions.

(5)

Note
No mixing styles designs were founded in motif design.
The excited solutions has used the same old motifs with modern colors.
8
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Motif Design

Method Flowchart
Keeping the Islamic elements with the modern vision
complex
repetitive
Islamic Style

color
shape

abstract
symmetry

Elements

realistic
New Style
simple

Vision

colorful
Modern Style

color
shape

abstract
asymmetrical
straight lines

Applying the Method
Original

Elements

New

(1)

Note
These sketches are just to experiment the method and it will develop more.

9
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Grid System

With Grid
Applying different grid systems that inspired from Islamic art

Without Grid

10
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Pattern Design

Applying the new motif to a pattern
In Black and White

The grid was inspired from the Islamic design

In Gray

In Color
The color was inspired from the contemporary design

11
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Guidebook

Print application
Unique layout, paper, and look
Layout will be inspired from the grid systems of Islamic patterns
Book Inspirations

12
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Guidebook

Book Organizing Idea

Use

Use

System

Cover

Intro

Timeline

System

Shape

Shape

Islamic Art

Paleolithic

Mixing Styles
Influence
Development
Designers

Modernism

Islamic
Style
Vs
Modern
Style

Islamic
Style
Vs
Modern
Style

Method

Apply the
Method

Feature 1
Feature 2
Old Style

color
shape

Feature 3
Feature 4

Elements

Feature 5
New Style
Feature 1

Vision

Feature 2
Modern Style

color
shape

Feature 3
Feature 4
Feature 5

Motif
Inspration

Motif
Inspration

Grid System
Inspration

Grid System
inspration

Five Steps
for Each
Motif

Five Steps
for Each
Motif

For each motif 3 pages

Five Steps
for Each
Motif

Five Steps
for Each
Motif

Five Steps
for Each
Motif

Five Steps
for Each
Motif
dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhgfghfcbvhgfhvhv

dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhg

dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhg

Graphics
Examples

dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhgfghfcbvhgfhvhv

dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhg

Graphics
Examples

dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhg

dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhg

dghghvnbbhghjvnbvnhg

About
Me

Sources

13
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Graphic Design
Inspirations

14
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Methodology
Approach

Research and Collect Information
I will research the history of motif design from the Paleolithic age until the 21st century.
The research will include a brief description about the style, materials and place of each
century. I will deeply research the Islamic motifs and focus on some important points,
such as the style, development, use, system, features and influence of western culture
and vice-versa. About five or more examples for western designers’ works will be presented.
Then I will study modern motifs, focusing on some points, such as system, colors, and features.
All this information will be organized on a timeline, which will make them more understandable.

Compare and Match
The similarities and differences of Islamic and Modern motifs will be compared. I will compare
colors, systems, features, and use, then choose the important characteristics of each of them.
From this comparison I will develop a method on the motif design.

◆
◆
◆
◆
◆

Develop Six to Ten New Motifs
Each motif will go through steps
Deriving motifs from Islamic Art
Analyzing the elements, lines, and shapes of each motif
Reshaping the elements based on the modern look, but keeping some Islamic features
Sketching and Developing many possible solutions
Achieving the final solution

Apply and Test
The final solutions will be applied to a variety of patterns systems, color choices, and areas
in graphic design. Then, these solutions will be evaluated by designers, and other people who
are interested in motif design.
Note
Evaluation and testing will be explained clearly further in this document

Create a Guidebook
All these parts of the study will be gathered in a guide book that includes a timeline of motif
history, a method on motif design, five steps, new motifs, patterns and the testing examples.

15
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Show
The final piece will be presented in the thesis show in May with panels, and posters that
explain the idea and process.

Target Audience

The target audience will be designers and others who are interested in motif history and
design, specifically Islamic motifs.

Software

Photoshop
Illustrator
Indesign

16

Mixing Styles

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Original Thesis Proposal

shuruqn.wordpress.com

| 159

Implementation Strategies
Research Planning

I will study deeply about the features, principles, and history of each style. This thesis requires
a knowledge of motif and pattern designs in different cultures, which can be helpful to
understand the basics of them. Also, the use of pattern in graphic design and other areas
will be useful to come up with new design solutions.
The final guide book will be printed and presented at the thesis show in May 2013. Also,
some panels of the patterns will be presented.

Contact Planning

I plan to meet with the committee members at least twice a month, to get enough feedback.
I will upload my solutions in my blog once a week.

17
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Dissemination
The Internet

I will use my blog shuruqn.wordpress.com to present the final solutions. Also, I will submit my
thesis to www.behance.net, which presents works for designers.

Archives

I will leave printed copies of the guidebook and the thesis with RIT Archives and the Graduate
Graphic Design Program. I will submit a digital file to RIT Archives, Digital Media Library.

Publications

I have a plan to publish the book in the US; for that I will contact TASCHEN GmbH publisher.

Competitions

I have a plan to participate in the following annual competitions
Print Magazine
AIGA

18
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Evaluation Plan
The evaluation criteria is important in order to develop my solutions and understanding
designers’ ideas about mixing styles method. I will do a qualitative research study in the form
of an online survey and face-to-face interview with designers from the USA and Saudi Arabia.
This will be a way to get enough feedback and develop the design solutions.

Considerations

Do designers understand the method and how it works?
Does the study achieved its goal?
Does the method work well in motif design, and could it work in other designs fields?
How does the target audience feel about the ideas and solutions?
Will this study be a new way of thinking in design problem solving?

Success
Determinants

The method is understandable and usable in many designs fields
The new style is successful and kept the beauty of the two mixed styles
The message has reached the target audience
The contents of the guidebook are useful
The method idea is new and creative

How

Face to face interview
Online survey
Observation
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Pragmatic Considerations
Budget

Drawing Supplies
Pencil, graphic papers, and other stuff

100

Thesis Show
Print materials include 3-4 panels,
portfolio catalog, business cards, and guidebook

500

Publishing
Two Proposals (GGD and personal)
Three Final Books (GGD, library, and personal)

300

Total

900

Note
The budget is subject to change during the timeline.
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Timeline
28 - 01

09 - 15

April

02 - 08
26 - 01

Spring Quarter

19 - 25
12 - 18
March

Publish Thesis

23 - 29
16 - 22

Final Defense

Thesis Implementation

30 - 06

Meeting

May

07 - 13

Thesis Show

21 - 27
14 - 20

05 - 11
26 - 04
19 - 25

05 - 11

22 - 28

01 - 07

11 - 17
04 - 10
27 - 03

October

2012

02 - 08

Proposal Defense

09 - 15

Finalize Committee

16 - 22

Thesis Proposal

23 - 29

Literature Review

30 - 05

Thesis Documentation

06 - 12

Thesis Blog

November

20 - 26
13 - 19

30 - 01
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End of Fall Quarter

December

25 - 31
18 - 24

Meeting

08 - 14
Thesis Development

January

2013

15 - 21

Winter Quarter

29 - 04

Usability Testing

Meeting

February

12 - 18

Bibliography
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www. tommytoy.typepad.com
Style Hybrid
www.stylehybrid.com
MWM Creative
www.mwmcreative.co.uk
Jessie Whipple Vickery
www.kunstkraft.com
Limeshot and Design
www.limeshot.com

shuruqn.wordpress.com

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Original Thesis Proposal

| 165

Images
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Behance
www.behance.net
Houzz
www.houzz.com
Southern Homes and Gardens
www.southernhomesandgardens.com
Alanna Cavanagh
www.alannacavanagh.blogspot.com
Print and Pattern
www.printpattern.blogspot.com
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5.2 Survey | Blank
MFA Thesis
Feedback Survey
Candidate
Organization
E-mail

Shuruq Nahhas
Rochester Institute of Technology
sgn3865@rit.edu

Survey Goal

This survey was developed to gather information about the thoughts of both designers and nondesigners on motif design in order to further develop new solutions.

Thesis Title

Mixing Styles: Composing Motif Design that Combines the Islamic and Modern Styles

Abstract

The main part of this thesis is to develop new modern style motifs that are inspired by the Islamic
arabesque style of motifs. These new motifs will be developed by using a mixed style method,
which integrates features of Islamic and modern style by keeping the elements of the Islamic
motif and modernizing them.

General
Information

Age
□ 15 – 25
Gender
□ Male

□ 26 – 35

□ 36 – 45

□ 46 – 55

□ 56 – 65

□ 66 – 75

□ Female

Nationality

Country

Current Position

Education Level and Major

Do you think motif design is important to be used in the design fields (Graphic, Industrial,
Interior, Textile, Jewelry, Architecture)
□ Very important
□ Somewhat important
□ Not important
What kind of design applications could use motifs? You can check more than one.
□ Wallpaper
□ Textile
□ Furniture
□ Packaging
□ Website
□ Wrapping paper
□ Bag
□ Kitchenware
□ Jewelry
□ Book decoration
□ Rug
Other .....................................................................................................................................
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Motif I

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

New solutions

Questions

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #

□

Characteristics

Islamic
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
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Motif II

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

New solutions

Questions

1

2

3

4

6

7

8

9

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #

□

Characteristics

Islamic
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
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Motif III

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

New solutions

Questions

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #

□

Characteristics

Islamic
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
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Motif IV

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

New solutions

Questions

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #

□

Characteristics

Islamic
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
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Motif V

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

New solutions

Questions

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #

□

Characteristics

Islamic
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
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Motif VI

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

New solutions

Questions

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #

□

Characteristics

Islamic
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.
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Motif VII

Below are some solutions developed by integrating characteristics of Islamic and modern style.
The original shows the analysis of the motif and its basic elements.

Original

New solutions

Questions

Select the motif that you prefer, put the number of the motif in the box, and choose
the characteristics of Islamic and modern style that you see.
Motif #

□

Characteristics

Islamic
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Complex
Symmetry
Realistic
Free shapes
Free lines
Regular
Delicate

Modern
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Simple
Asymmetry
Unrealistic
Angular shape
Straight lines
Irregular
Harsh

Why do you think this is the best solution? Write your opinion.

Modern Islamic Motif Design | Survey

| 174

5.2 Survey | Analysis
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5.3 Glossary of Terms
Motif

A visual element that may be created in any form including geometric,
free, or figure. It could be seen alone or repeated into patterns.

Pattern

A decorative design that is created of repeated motifs or ornament.
It can be used in wallpaper, textile, decorations, and so on.

Symmetry

It a rearrangement of a form in a certain order that could be the opposite
side of the form. The form can be shapes, motifs, or points.

Asymmetry

A form that is not similar from the both sides, or the lack of symmetry.

Subdued

The meaning of quiet, clean, and clear forms or design.

Abstract

Creating a shape in a form that hard to understand or not detailed.

Rhythmic

A consistency of a design that can be seen on its colors, shapes, or order.

Delicate

A design that is fine in its texture, quality, and structure.

Harsh

A strict or hard design in its texture, quality, and structure.
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